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Abstract 
 

 

My dissertation develops and defends a broadly Kantian account of perceptual 

experience. I call this account structuralism. Put briefly, the account holds that 

perceptual experience has a structure that is the manifestation of its priori content. I 

defend this account by showing that it provides a unified framework for 

understanding perceptual intentionality.  

 

I develop and defend structuralism by defending three theses. The first thesis is 

phenomenological. According to this thesis, perceptual experience has proprietary 

perceptual phenomenal intentionality only if it has a unity structure. I explicate the 

idea of the unity structure of experience in the process of defending this thesis. The 

second thesis is epistemic. Put roughly, this thesis holds that perceptual experience 

provides reasons for perceptual beliefs only if it has a priori content. I develop an 

account of the a priori content of perceptual experience in the process of defending 

this thesis. The third thesis unifies the phenomenological and the epistemic theses. 

According to this thesis, the dynamical unity structure of perceptual experience is the 

phenomenological manifestation of its a priori content. These three these, in 

conjunction with some plausible ideas provide a systematic account of perceptual 

intentionality.  
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Introduction 
 

This dissertation develops and defends a Kantian account of perceptual experience 

that I call structuralism. The central thesis of structuralism is that perceptual 

experience has a structure that is the manifestation of its priori content. I defend 

structuralism by showing that it solves two apparently disjoint problems, whose 

solution is important for understanding perceptual phenomenal intentionality.1 The 

first problem is the problem of accounting for the phenomenological conditions under 

which perceptual experience acquires its proprietary intentional content. The second 

problem is the problem of accounting for the epistemic conditions under which 

perceptual experience acquires its intentional content. § 1 of this short introductory 

chapter provides an exposition of these two problems. § 2 explains the structure of 

this dissertation.  

 

 

 

1. Perceptual Phenomenal Intentionality 

                                                
1 By perceptual phenomenal intentionality I mean a type of intentionality attributable to 
perceptual states that is determined by their phenomenal character. For a defense of this idea 
see Horgan and Tienson (2002).  
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I believe that any account of perceptual intentionality should solve two problems.2 

The purpose of this section is to provide an intuitive exposition of these two problems 

and their relation to the problem of perceptual intentionality.  

 

1.1 The phenomenological Problem 

Our conscious life is rife with various experiences. We have mood experiences, 

itches, pains, pleasures, afterimages, perceptual experiences, etc. We can distinguish 

these experiences by their intentional content. Our mood experiences, for example, 

seem to present our own states of mind to us. Itches and pains seem to present the 

states of our bodies to us. Perceptual experience, on the other hand, seems to present a 

persistent objective world containing persistent mind-independent objects to us. The 

phenomenological problem of perceptual intentionality is the problem of explaining, 

in phenomenological terms, how perceptual experience achieves this status.   

 

In using the phrase ‘in phenomenological terms’ I want to insist that the explanation 

is given in terms of phenomenal properties. What kind of phenomenal properties need 

to be instantiated so that perceptual experience can achieve the status of presenting to 

us something independent of us? The first part of the dissertation aims at answering 

this question in a systematic way. 

 

                                                
2 Here and throughout the dissertation by ‘intentionality’ I mean phenomenal intentionality 
unless otherwise indicated.  



 12 

Setting this as the aim of an investigative project of course raises important 

methodological issues. A pressing question in contemporary philosophy of mind is 

how we can adjudicate phenomenological disputes. I think this skepticism is partly 

justified. For, it is hard to see how an investigation whose central claims are claims 

about how things appear to us from a subjective point of view can stand up to the 

standards of inter-subjective evaluation. I believe, however, that this work might 

convince some that phenomenology could be done in a rigorous and precise way. So I 

invite the reader to put the methodological skepticism on hold for while. 

 

1.2 The epistemic problem 

Understood in a pre-theoretical sense, perceptual content is what perceptual 

experience tells us about the world. Thus to say that perceptual experience has the 

content P implies that the subject of the experience knows that the content of 

experience is P. This generates the second problem of perceptual intentionality. Here 

is a rather metaphorical characterization of the problem.  

 

Suppose you are sitting in a room with an alien from a different planet who is 

constantly making noises that you cannot understand. It seems to you that the alien is 

speaking a language. But you have no clue about the syntax or the semantics of the 

language.  The noises might have some causal impact on you. As a result of hearing 

them certain thoughts or beliefs might pop out in your head. But you know better than 

taking these thoughts as the meanings of his utterances. And even if you do, there is 

an important sense in which you will not be justified in doing so. Since from your 
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point of view there is no connection between the two languages, one does not have 

any rational bearing on the other.  

 

One way to understand the epistemic problem of perceptual intentionality is to apply 

the above model to the relationship between perceptual experience and post-

perceptual belief forming mechanisms. Think of perceptual experience and post-

perceptual cognitive faculties as two subjects who speak different languages. One 

talks with pictures and the other talks with concepts. Since the two languages are 

completely different, an utterance in one language does not have any rational bearing 

on an utterance in the other language. If this model really applies to perceptual 

experience then we do not really know what perceptual experience is telling us. As a 

result, we cannot attribute content to perceptual experience.   

 

The observation is disturbing.  There must be something deeply wrong about applying 

this model to the relationship between perceptual experience and belief forming 

mechanisms. The second part of this dissertation aims at providing a solution to this 

problem. In this introduction I shall use this metaphor to explain the argumentative 

strategy of this part and the positive view that emerges at the end.   

 

It is important to note at the outset that the above epistemic problem is different from 

traditional Cartesian skepticism about the external world. The traditional problem is 

about how one can rely on what perception tells one. My perceptual experience tells 

me that there is a table in front of me. But I am suspicious about her message because 

it has committed error in the past, or that I can conceive of being in a dream or being 
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deceived by an evil demon. Thus the traditional skeptical question is the question of 

how we can trust the deliverances of perception. The epistemic question of this 

dissertation, however, is prior to the traditional skeptical question. Before I even start 

considering whether I should rely on what perceptual experience tells me, I need to 

know what it is telling me. The main question is then this: How do I know what 

perceptual experience tells me?  

 

The above question is the shaping question behind the idea of the myth of the given 

and the literature that follows it. Those who are moved by this metaphor could be 

divided into two categories. First, there are those who think that it is correct to apply 

the alienation model to the relation between perceptual experience and thought, and 

there is no solution to the problem that the model reveals. As a first approximation, 

coherentists like Davidson belong to this category. Put roughly, they think that the 

relationship between perceptual experience and post-perceptual phenomena is only 

causal. Only elements with conceptual content can enter into rational relations with 

each other. Since perceptual experience does not have conceptual content it does not 

have any rational bearing on thoughts and beliefs that have conceptual content.  

 

The rest of the literature falls into the second category. These are those who think that 

there is something wrong with the above model. And their solution consists in finding 

what is wrong with the model and replacing it with a different model. We can divide 

these members into two rough categories. Conceptualists like McDowell and Brewer 

think that to solve the problem we need to deny that perceptual experience speaks to 

us in a nonconceptual language. Rather, it speaks to us in our own language. 
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Perceptual content is, to borrow McDowell’s phrase, conceptual through and through. 

So on the conceptualist view the problem with applying the alienation model is that it 

is wrong to think that the alien is speaking a different language. The alien is speaking 

our language.  

 

Non-conceptualists, on the other hand, deny the model by arguing that there is an 

intimate connection between the two languages. This roughly consists in showing that 

without the help of your perceptual experience you will not be in possession of some 

of your primitive concepts. For example you will not really know what red means if 

you have never had an experience of red. So the picture is that there are links between 

the language of your post-perceptual cognitive faculties and the language of your 

perceptual experience. And you can exploit these links to provide some sort of 

interpretation. So on the nonconceptualist view, it is correct that the alien speaks a 

different language. But this is not a problem because in a sense you learned your 

language from the alien.  

 

The solution that I offer in this dissertation is a middle way between the conceptualist 

and the nonconceptualist. It agrees with the nonconceptualist that you learn most of 

your language from experience. But it disagrees with the her that this will solve the 

problem. The reason is that there are some important a priori elements in your 

language that you do not learn from experience. And these elements are indispensable 

if you are to understand what perceptual experience tells you. So the nonconceptualist 

solution is incomplete. In order to provide a complete solution we have to accept 
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something similar to what the conceptualist thesis. We have to assume that perceptual 

experience has a priori content.  

 

So on the view that is defended here both the conceptualist and the nonconceptualist 

solutions are unsatisfactory. Certain a priori conceptual capacities are neither learned 

from perceptual experience nor are acquired indirectly from what we learn from 

perceptual experience. Moreover, without accounting for how these a priori contents 

relate to perceptual experience, we cannot account for the epistemic relation between 

perceptual experience and thought. The solution is that perceptual experience has a 

structure that is the manifestation of this a priori content. I call this view 

structuralism.   

 

2. The Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation consists in two parts each containing three chapters. The first part is 

devoted to identifying the unity structure of perceptual experience and showing why it 

is a significant aspect of perceptual phenomenology. The second part of the 

dissertation defends the idea that perceptual experience has a priori content and that 

the unity structure of perceptual experience is the phenomenal manifestation of this 

content. What follows is a brief summary of the structure of the dissertation.  

 

 

Part I. The Unity Structure of Experience 

The idea that perceptual experience has a unity structure goes against a common 

conception of perceptual phenomenology that I have here called the thin account. On 
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this account perceptual, phenomenology is exhausted by experiences of simple 

properties such as colors, sounds, smells and an apparent spatio-temporal relation 

among them. On this view, what I shall later explicate as unity structure cannot be an 

aspect of perceptual experience. So a view according to which perceptual experience 

has a unity structure needs to reject the thin view. The first chapter of the dissertation 

is devoted to this task.    

 

The remaining two chapters of the first part explicate the idea of the unity structure of 

perceptual experience and argue that this structure plays a significant role in 

understanding the phenomenal intentionality of perceptual experience. Suppose you 

are unlucky enough to be the subject in one of the famous Cartesian skeptical 

scenarios. You are a disembodied mind being deceived by an evil demon or one 

having a very elaborate dream or a brain in a vat etc. Let us also suppose that in your 

illusory state you have the visual experience of being presented with a yellow lemon 

on a plate in front of you. You experience the illusory lemon as a single object located 

in front of you, as having an oval shape and as having a rather uniform yellow color. 

Of course there is no real lemon out there, but still you have the phenomenology of 

being presented with one. Among others, your experience has three features.  First, 

your experience presents an object to you. Let us thus say that your experience has the 

phenomenology of objectuality. Second, your experience presents the lemon as an 

object that seems to exist independent of you. Let us thus say that your experience has 

the phenomenology of objectivity.3 Third, your experience presents the yellowness of 

                                                
3 These are of course substantive claims, and could be denied. I shall defend these claims in 
the relevant chapters.  
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the lemon as an objective property of the lemon. It does not merely present objects 

and their properties; it presents objects as instantiating these properties independent of 

the way that they are perceived. Let us thus say that your experience has the 

phenomenology of factuality. The first part of the dissertation argues that only 

experiences that have a unity structure have the phenomenology of objectuality, 

objectivity and factuality.  

 

I characterize the unity structure as the sum of two other structures, namely the 

dynamical and the objectual unity structures. Chapter 2 explains the dynamical unity 

structure and argues that it is necessary for the phenomenology of objectivity. Chapter 

3 explains the objectual unity structure and argues that it is necessary for the 

phenomenology of objectuality. It also argues that unity structure is necessary for the 

phenomenology of factuality. The first part thereby shows that the unity structure of 

experience is necessary for the appearance of a seemingly objective world that 

contains objective facts. Unity structure is thus a significant aspect of perceptual 

phenomenal intentionality. Arguably, it is an aspect the lack of which would 

disqualify an experience from the status of perceptual experience.  

 

Part II. Structuralism 

The second part of the dissertation focuses on the epistemic problem. It defends two 

theses. First, perceptual experience has a priori conceptual content. Second that the 

unity structure of experience is the conscious manifestation of this content. 

Structuralism is not the only extant conceptualist account of perception. McDowell 

(1994) and Brewer (1999) defend conceptualist accounts that are not forms of a priori 
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conceptualism. I call their view orthodox conceptualism. Chapter four introduces 

structuralism in contrast to orthodox conceptualism. It also argues that structuralism is 

immune to the standard objections that target orthodox conceptualism.   

 

The argument for structuralism is epistemic. I shall argue that one who embraces a 

particular account of the epistemic role of perceptual experience should adopt this 

thesis. I call this account perceptual rationalism. The central thesis of perceptual 

rationalism is that perceptual experience provides strong reasons for perceptual 

beliefs. Roughly put, an item provides a strong reason for a belief P only if it provides 

a reason for the belief that it is a reason for P. Chapter five explicates and defends 

perceptual rationalism. Chapter six defends the two tenets of structuralism.  
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Part I 

The Significance of the Unity Structure of Experience 

 

Chapter 1 

Is Perceptual Phenomenology Thin? 

 

Harry is rushing down a steep trail as he trips and falls down right next to a saguaro 

cactus. Before rising to his feet, he turns his head and freezes at the sight of the sharp 

spikes only a few inches away from his face. He has never been this close to a cactus. 

The close-up sight is striking. He pauses for a moment, stares at one of the spikes, and 

gradually runs his eyes down to its sharp tip. When he does this, he sees the spike’s 

potential to pierce him.  The spike looks prickly to him.  

We make claims such as these all the time. We say that someone looks happy, we say 

that we can see that the cat is about to jump on the mouse, we say that we saw the 

stone break the window, and so on. These claims give prima facie reason to think that 

we can visually experience complex properties and relations such as prickliness, 

happiness, jumping, and breaking. Nevertheless, philosophers often deny that we can 

experience these properties. These theorists hold a thin view of perceptual experience, 

according to which it is exhausted by experiences as of low-level properties such as 

colors, shapes, sounds, textures, and the apparent spatio-temporal relations among 
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them. The thin view contrasts with a thick view, according to which one can have 

experiences of further properties such as potentials, causal relations, kinds, functions, 

and so on.  

One might argue for the thin view on various grounds.  One could argue that it fits 

introspective or phenomenological data.  Or one could argue that theoretical 

considerations support it. In this chapter I will argue that all of these arguments fail. 

There is no good reason to think that colors, shapes, spatio-temporal relations, and the 

like have a privileged status. Given that common sense talk supports the thick view, 

we should conclude that perceptual experience is thick. This is, in effect, my positive 

argument in support of the thick view. Put in a more elaborate way, common sense 

supports the thick view, in the absence of a good theoretical reason we should adopt 

the view that is supported by common sense, and there is no theoretical reason to 

adopt the thin view. In what follows I shall take the first two premises for granted and 

defend the third.     

 

1. Preliminaries 

 

Why is the question about the thickness of perceptual experience important? The 

question is important, in part, because our answer to it has significant epistemological 

and metaphysical implications. For example, a central question in epistemology 

concerns how we can form justified beliefs about the world. Contemporary 

epistemologists often assume that perceptual experience plays the role of the justifier, 

and go on to explain how its deliverances justify beliefs. If the deliverances of 
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perceptual experience are thick, the epistemologist’s task will plausibly be easier than 

if the deliverances are thin.  

 

The history of philosophy is also rife with metaphysical arguments that rely on claims 

about the thinness or thickness of perceptual experience. Hume’s skepticism about 

causation is arguably one such argument; it relies on the premise that the impression 

of causal relations is not part of perceptual experience. Gibsonians think we directly 

perceive affordances, and argue that since we perceive such properties in the same 

direct manner that we perceive colors and shapes, we have some reason to assign 

them the same metaphysical status that we assign to colors and shapes.4 Similar 

arguments have been used in meta-ethics: if we experience some moral properties 

directly, then we have reason to assign them the same status as colors and shapes.5    

 

The opposition between thin and thick accounts of perceptual phenomenology could 

be traced back to early modern theorists. Ascribing a particular position to various 

authors in this period demands careful exegetical scrutiny, but as a first approximation 

one could claim that the empiricists typically adopt thin accounts while the 

rationalists frequently advocate thick accounts. Among twentieth century 

philosophers, sense-datum theorists are perhaps the most prominent advocates of thin 

accounts. More recently, Tye (1995, 2000), Dretske (1993, 1995), and Clark (2000) 

have supported such accounts.6 In the opposing camp are phenomenologists such as 

                                                
4 Noë (2004) develops this line.  
5 Mandelbaum (1996) 
6 As I shall discuss later, there are different versions of the thin view. The authors mentioned 
differ on the particular version that they adopt.  
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Merleau Ponty (1945), who insists on the involvement of bodily experiences in 

perception, and Mandelbaum (1955) who argues that we experience the moral 

properties of certain actions. Recently, Noë (2001, 2004), Siegel (2006), and Siewert 

(1998) have argued for a thick view.  

 

The opposition between the thin and thick accounts can be articulated in various 

ways. Here, I shall formulate key notions in terms of the phenomenal character of 

perceptual experience, or for short, its phenomenology.7 There is something that is 

like having all the experiences that I am having at a particular moment. Let us call this 

my overall phenomenology at that moment. It is quite natural to assume that my 

overall phenomenology has various aspects, such as perceptual, emotional, 

proprioceptive, and arguably the phenomenology associated with various thoughts 

and other conscious propositional attitudes.8 I shall call the perceptual aspect of my 

overall phenomenology my perceptual phenomenology.   

 

As a general rule, I shall identify various experiences by the phrase “experience(s) of 

p”, where p stands for a property or a class of properties: for example, experiences of 

colors, experiences of kinds, and so on.9 I understand the phrase in a broad enough 

                                                
7 An alternative strategy is to formulate matters in terms of the representational contents of 
perceptual experience, although some assumption about the relationship between the 
phenomenology and content is required. Siegel (2006) adopts this strategy. Another 
alternative is to formulate matters in terms of what we see.    
8 I use the term “aspect” and not “component” because component talk might have atomistic 
implications about experience that I want to avoid. By an atomistic conception I mean a view 
according to which my overall phenomenology is the result of certain phenomenal atoms or 
components.   
9 As I’m  using it “experience of P” does not imply that P is instantiated by an object. Thus 
one could have experiences of a blue ball in the corner of the room, even if there is no blue 
ball in the corner of the room.    
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way that almost everyone can agree that we experience properties, although different 

philosophers will analyze the notion in different ways. For a naïve realist, it consists 

in a perceptual relation between a subject and the property instantiated by objects.  

For a representationalist, it involves an intentional relation between a subject and a 

content in which the property figures. For a sense datum theorist, it requires a relation 

of awareness between a subject and the property instantiated by sense data.  For a 

qualia theorist, it involves the instantiation of phenomenal properties. For the 

purposes of this paper I stay non-committal on the theoretical interpretation of the 

notion.   

 

Perhaps the most radical version of the thin view, at least in the domain of visual 

experience, is one according to which visual phenomenology is exhausted by color 

experiences and their spatio-temporal relations. Moderate versions of the thin view 

add experiences of shape, orientation, voluminousness, movement, and sometimes, an 

object-centered frame of reference.10 In what follows I will take the moderate version 

as the paradigmatic thin view of visual experience. 

For brevity, I will call the properties such as color, spatiotemporal relations, and the 

other properties acknowledged by the moderate thin view in various perceptual 

modalities the sensory properties.  I will call the aspect of overall phenomenology that 

is exhausted by experiences of sensory properties the sensory core of overall 

phenomenology. On the thin view, perceptual phenomenology is equal to the sensory 

                                                
10 Most of the literature on perceptual phenomenology has focused on visual experience. 
Because of this it is hard to say what moderate views in other perceptual modalities would 
add.   
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core. On the thick view, perceptual phenomenology outstrips the sensory core.  That 

is, the thick view holds that we perceptually experience non-sensory properties: 

properties distinct from the sensory properties. It is useful to have a neutral name for 

perceptual phenomenology as the thick view construes it. I shall call it extended 

perceptual phenomenology. Extended perceptual phenomenology is the sum of the 

sensory core and non-sensory experiences.  

The thick view is in effect committed to two theses. First, we experience non-sensory 

properties, and second, such experiences belong to the perceptual aspect of our 

overall phenomenology. The rest of this section focuses on the first thesis. The aim is 

to provide further support for the thesis, and block some potential misunderstandings 

of the thick view.  In the rest of the paper I aim to support the second thesis. 

Ordinary talk about perceptual experience certainly appears to support the first thesis. 

But one might be deflationary about such talk. For example, one might hold that when 

we say that we experience the prickliness of the spike, what we really mean is just 

that we experience a particular pointed shape. So we do not really mean that we 

experience something over and above experiencing the shape. The proponent of the 

thin view might generalize this to all non-sensory properties, holding that our talk 

about experiences of kinds and causal relations does not indicate anything over and 

above experiences of sensory features and their spatio-temporal relations. In short, 

talk about non-sensory perceptual phenomenology should not be taken literally.11 

                                                
11 Jospeh Tolliver has nicely pointed out:  “We can characterize descriptions of experiences 
semantically (in terms of the reference of the singular terms and predicates they contain, 
ontologically (in terms of the things that have to exist in order for those descriptions to be 
true), and ideologically (in terms of the concepts required to understand the descriptions). It is 
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It is implausible, however, that experience of non-sensory properties makes no 

difference to our overall phenomenology. 12 Consider the experience of listening to 

music. The phenomenology of experiencing a melody is different from the 

phenomenology of experiencing the series of notes that constitute the melody. When 

you listen to a counterpoint piece where different melody lines are played at the same 

time, or a modern piece where the melodies are hard to decipher, you might miss a 

melody and just hear its component notes. But when you hear the melody, your 

overall phenomenology changes. And this change cannot be explained in terms of a 

change in the sensory core of your experience. To experience a melody is to 

experience a series of notes as comprising a whole. So when we experience a melody 

we experience the notes as standing in a relation of belonging to the same whole. But 

this relation is not a spatio-temporal relation.   

Experiences of causal relations are similar. Imagine dropping your glass on the floor 

and hearing the sound of it shattering. Arguably, there is more to this experience than 

merely the visual experience and an auditory experience that follows it; we seem to 

experience a connection between the two events. For there are cases in which we 

experience two successive events, e.g., the visual experience of a train that enters a 

station after the sound of its whistle, but we do not experience them as connected in 

the same manner.13 Proponents of the thick view often make similar moves with 

                                                                                                                                      

not clear what aspects of experience descriptions offered by thick-theorists should not be 
taken literally.” What I mean here is the ideological sense of the term.  
 
12 Siegel (2006b) develops this idea in the service of a “phenomenal contrast” method for 
determining the content of perceptual states.  
13 Even Hume, who on some readings adopts the thin view, does not deny that there is more 
to the experience of one billiard ball hitting another one than a mere experience of a 
succession of two events. He holds that we also experience a ‘determination’ of the mind to 
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respect to experiences of other properties such as dispositions and kinds.14 They argue 

that certain changes or differences in experience cannot be explained in terms of the 

sensory core.  

We should thus conclude that at least some of our ordinary talk about experiences of 

non-sensory properties is non-vacuous, and that we experience non-sensory 

properties. But this is not enough for establishing the thick view. To do so, one must 

show that such experiences belong to perceptual phenomenology. That is, one must 

defeat a type of thin view that accepts the existence of non-sensory experiences but 

holds that they do not belong to perceptual experience. In this paper, I argue that no 

good theoretical argument in support of this view can be given. 

I will consider a series of potential arguments for the thin view.  These arguments 

have a common structure. In order to argue for the thin view, one needs to do two 

things. First, one needs to find a feature, or a collection of features, that distinguishes 

the sensory core from non-sensory experiences. The feature must be such that only 

the sensory core of extended perceptual phenomenology has it. Let us call this the 

separation premise. Second, one needs to show that the failure to have the relevant 

feature is a good reason for excluding an experience from perceptual phenomenology. 

So the feature must be such that when an experience lacks it we have good reasons to 

think that the experience does not belong to perceptual phenomenology. Let us call 

this the exclusion premise. Assuming that the alleged feature (call it F) could be 

                                                                                                                                      
form the idea of the effect upon the impression of the cause. What he, presumably, denies is 
that this experience is properly perceptual.    
14 See Siegel (2006a), (2006b), and Siewert (1998) for arguments about this.  
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found, the proponent of the thin view could provide the following generic argument in 

support of her thesis:   

Generic argument:  

1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it has feature F. 

(exclusion premise) 

 2. If an experience has feature F it belongs to the sensory core. (separation 

premise)15  

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to 

the sensory core.   

In what follows I consider versions of this argument with various prima facie 

plausible candidates for F, and I argue that none of these arguments succeed. § 2 

considers arguments on which F is understood in terms of immediacy. § 3 considers 

arguments on which F is analyzed in phenomenal terms. § 4 considers arguments on 

which F is analyzed in terms of independence from conceptual capacities.  § 5 

considers whether empirical studies could be used to support the thin view.  

 

 

                                                
15 The premise should be taken to apply to those experiences that belong to extended 
perceptual phenomenology. So a more precise version of the premise is: if an experience has 
feature F and it belongs to extended perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the sensory core. 
I have dropped the qualifier “that belongs to extended perceptual phenomenology” for the 
sake of brevity.    
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2. Immediacy 

Berkeley, and later some direct realists such as Armstrong 1961 have appealed to the 

idea that beliefs concerning the direct objects of experience are immediate. The 

question that I consider here is whether the idea of immediacy could be appropriated 

in an argument for the thin view. We should first see what is meant by immediacy. 

Here one could make a host of various distinctions; I shall start with a distinction 

between psychological and epistemic senses of immediacy. Here is a working 

definition of psychological immediacy:  

Psychological Immediacy: A token experience E is a psychologically immediate 

aspect of experience if and only if having E puts the subject in a position to believe 

the content of E non-inferentially.  

The proponent of the thin view might think that what distinguishes the sensory core 

from other aspects of one’s extended phenomenology is its psychological immediacy. 

Thus having an experience of a red ball puts one in a position to non-inferentially 

believe that there is a red spherical shape in front of one. But believing that there is a 

ball in front one, or that it is something that one could kick, requires going through 

inferences. Moreover, the proponent of the thin view assumes here that failure to be 

psychologically immediate excludes an experience from perceptual phenomenology. 

The idea could be summarized in the following new version of our generic argument:  

A1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it is psychologically 

immediate. (exclusion premise) 



 30 

A2. If an experience is psychologically immediate it belongs to the sensory core. 

(separation premise)  

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the 

sensory core.   

It is important to note that the notion of inference in the definition could be 

understood in at least two different ways: either as personal inference or as sub-

personal inference. A personal inference is one that the subject is in the appropriate 

sense of the term aware of, and a sub-personal inference is one that is not personal.16 

Personal inferences usually figure in folk-psychological explanations, whereas sub-

personal inferences figure in empirical scientific explanations such as computational 

neuroscience. Depending on the sense of inference employed in the definition of 

psychological immediacy, we get two different arguments. These arguments call for 

different responses. I start with the personal version of the argument.  

Is the personal version of the argument sound? The exclusion premise seems to have a 

good degree of plausibility, and I think it provides an important criterion for 

distinguishing perceptual phenomenology from non-perceptual phenomenology.17 As 

I approach my house, I see that the lights are on, and I infer that my roommate is back 

from Fiji. It is quite plausible to hold that that my roommate is back from Fiji is not 

                                                
16 The exact sense of ‘appropriate’ might be hard to specify. But it is natural to assume that 
the subject should be in a position to, with some degree of accuracy, identify the premises of 
the inference and distinguish them from the conclusion. Harry tells me that he is feeling down 
today, and I infer that his mom’s condition has become worse. Suppose that I do so based on 
my beliefs that his mom has been sick lately, that Harry checks on her everyday, and that 
Harry really cares for her. If this inference is a personal inference, then I should be able to 
identify these intermediary steps.  
17 I will come back to this issue in the last section of the paper.  



 31 

part of the content of my perceptual experience, and a good diagnosis for this is that I 

arrive at this conclusion through a conscious inference.  

The separation premise, however, is plausibly false. As I survey the room around me, 

I see a lightly brown desk and a black sofa that looks soft. Based on what I see, I am 

in a position to believe that such and such things, with such and such properties are 

around me. But it would be really strange to say that I always arrive at these beliefs 

by inferring that since the thing has such shape or color, then it is a desk, or since this 

thing has this shape and curvature it is soft. For it does not seem to me that I am doing 

so. And since we are talking about personal inferences, how it seems to one matters 

for determining whether an inference is happening. The upshot is that I often form 

such beliefs in the same direct way that I form beliefs about the colors and shapes of 

things. If there is an inference happening here, it is sub-personal. So much more than 

the sensory core is psychologically immediate in the personal sense, and the 

separation premise understood in this sense should be rejected.  

Here, the proponent of the thin view might protest. She might say:   

 

I infer that I am looking at a sofa based on its shape. For, were you to ask me for my 

reason, I would appeal to its shape. This inference is a personal one, but it is so fast 

and automatic that it is hard to detect, and I often ignore it. So even though it does not 

seem that I am engaging in an inference, I am in fact doing so. The same, however, 

could not be said about shape and color. If you asked me why I thought the sofa was 

black, I would say because it looked black. I cannot provide a reason for why the sofa 

looks black except for its looking black.  
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Our interlocutor in the above paragraph is questioning the move from ‘it seems that I 

am not engaging in an inference’ to ‘I am not engaging in an inference’. She 

maintains that such inference is false in those cases where I can provide a special type 

of reason upon request. Since I can provide a reason for ‘x looks to be a ball’ by 

appealing to ‘x looks to be spherical’, I must have engaged in an inference, 

notwithstanding the fact that it seems to me that I have not. But in the case of colors 

and shapes, I can only provide reasons by appealing to colors and shapes. So there is 

an asymmetry here.   

 

However, the mere fact that we can provide reasons for a belief does not imply that 

we have arrived at the belief by personal reasoning. For, we can provide reasons for 

our beliefs even when our beliefs are not based on any personal reasoning. And in fact 

we often do so in an attempt to rationalize our beliefs. So the mere fact that, upon 

questioning, we might appeal to colors and shapes in order to justify our beliefs about 

other properties does not imply that we have arrived at those beliefs through personal 

reasoning that happens in a very fast way. For, a competing explanation is that for in 

many conversational contexts it is appropriate to appeal to colors and shapes to justify 

beliefs about categorical properties and not the other way around.  I shall come back 

to this point shortly.  

 

Of course this does not constitute a conclusive response to the claim that the inference 

happens at a personal level but it is so fast that it goes unnoticed. What the above 

paragraph shows is that the inference from “we often provide reasons in terms of 
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colors and shapes” to “ we often engage in personal inferences from beliefs about 

colors and shapes to other properties” is unsatisfactory. So our imaginary interlocutor 

has to provide further reasons for assuming that a fast personal inference is happening 

in these cases. But I do not think that this can be done.  

Let us turn to the sub-personal version of the argument. Here, we have to slightly 

modify our definition of immediacy. For the sake of argument, I shall assume that 

experiences depend on underlying brain states or processes that I shall here call 

representations. We can then say that an experiential feature is psychologically 

immediate in the sub-personal sense, if and only if, its underlying representation is not 

based on a sub-personal inferential process. By a sub-personal inferential process I 

mean a transformation of representations that respects semantic relations such as 

implication, confirmation and logical consequence. A sub-personal inference is thus 

equivalent to what Fodor (1975) and Haugeland (1981) call computation.  

 

The computationalist approach to perceptual processing is of course disputed.18 But 

even if we adopt this approach, the exclusion premise seems problematic. First, we 

should note that even some experiences that belong to the sensory core are dependent 

on sub-personal inferential processes. In vision for example, the character of 

experiences of spatio-temporal relations, and even experiences of colors, is radically 

different from the input that we receive on the retina. This suggests that the processes 

that underwrite such experiences draw on a host of other information. Some of this 

information is innate, and some of it depends on the information received from other 

                                                
18 Gibsonians hold that the sub-personal processes that underwrite perceptual experience are 
not inferential. For our purposes here we can put these views aside, as Gibsonians all adopt 
thick views.  
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sensory modalities and the motor cortex. On the inferentialist approach, this implies 

that all such experiences depend on sub-personal inferential processes. So it is simply 

false that the sensory core is immediate under the sub-personal reading. But then the 

exclusion premise would imply that even the sensory core does not belong to 

perceptual phenomenology. None of the defenders of the thin view would be happy 

with this conclusion.  

 

Second, it is not clear at all why the exclusion premise should be accepted. We can 

even grant that the representations that underlie the experiences of non-sensory 

properties are arrived at through computational processes that draw on representations 

that underlie experiences of sensory properties. In other words, we can grant that the 

sub-personal processes that underlie experience have a hierarchical structure, in which 

sensory representations precede non-sensory representations. But the mere fact that 

sensory representations are prior to non-sensory ones does not tell us that non-sensory 

representations are post-perceptual. Here is an analogy that would make this clear. 

Ordinarily, in order to go the second grade, you should first finish the first grade, and 

to go to the third grade you need to finish the second grade, so on and so forth. But 

the fact that the first grade precedes the second grade does not imply that the second 

grade is not part of primary school. Similarly, the fact that representations of sensory 

properties precede representations of non-sensory properties does not imply that non-

sensory representations are post-perceptual. I conclude that neither the personal nor 

the sub-personal senses of psychological immediacy could be used in an argument for 

the thin view. Let us then turn to the epistemic reading of immediacy.  
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Earlier, I argued that the fact that we might be able to provide a reason for beliefs like 

“x looks to be a ball”, by appealing to beliefs like “x looks to be spherical” does not 

imply that we arrive at the former type of belief by reasoning from the latter. Now, 

one might accept this, but still hold that the fact that we can provide such reasons 

implies that the sensory core has a privileged epistemic status. Moreover, this 

epistemic status would establish that the sensory core is the only member of 

perceptual phenomenology. I shall articulate this idea in terms of epistemic 

immediacy, and see if it could be used to support the thin view. 

 

It is common in contemporary epistemology to assume that perceptual experiences 

provide immediate prima facie justification for world-directed beliefs, where prima 

facie justification is understood as a defeasible form of justification.19 Thus my 

experience of a red ball in front of me provides immediate prima facie justification for 

the belief that there is a red ball in front of me. Let us define epistemic immediacy in 

the following manner. (For the sake of brevity, I shall drop the “prima facie” qualifier. 

From now on when I use the term “justification”, I am using it in the prima facie 

sense unless otherwise indicated.)  

Epistemic Immediacy:  An experience is epistemically immediate if and only if it 

provides immediate justification for belief in its content.  

We get a new argument for the thin view by replacing F with epistemic immediacy in 

our generic argument:  

                                                
19 See Pollock and Cruz (1999). 
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B1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it is epistemically 

immediate. (exclusion premise) 

B2. If an experience is epistemically immediate it belongs to the sensory core. 

(separation premise)  

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the 

sensory core.   

According to this new argument, only beliefs concerning the sensory core are 

immediately justified by experience. One who adopts this view thinks that perceptual 

justification for beliefs about non-sensory properties is grounded on beliefs 

concerning sensory properties, notwithstanding the fact that we may not arrive at such 

beliefs by reasoning. For example, one might say that the belief that x is a ball is 

justified by an experience of x as circular. This is the case even if we do not engage in 

any reasoning to arrive at the belief that x is a ball. If we were to provide reasons, we 

would appeal to sensory properties, but as remarked earlier, we do not provide 

reasons for the belief that x is circular by appealing to the belief that x is a ball. In 

short, beliefs concerning sensory properties enjoy epistemic priority.    

Earlier I distinguished between two versions of the thin view. The first version denies 

the existence of non-sensory experiences. I rejected this view in the first section of the 

paper. As I said there, our main interlocutor is one who adopts a different version of 

the thin view. On this version, there are non-sensory experiences, but they do not 

belong to perceptual phenomenology. But it is quite natural for one who thinks that 

we have non-sensory experiences to hold that they provide immediate prima facie 
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reasons for beliefs.20 For example one who thinks that we experience causal relations 

would think that the experience provides immediate prima facie justification for 

beliefs about causal properties. Or a Gibsonian, who thinks that it is possible to 

experience directly that the ball is something that one could kick, would think that 

such experience provides immediate prima facie justification for beliefs concerning 

affordances. The same applies to experiences of kinds. One who thinks that one’s 

conceptual capacities could be drawn into perceptual experience and affect one’s 

experience would naturally think that the associated experience could be a source of 

immediate prima facie justification. In short, if we accept that there are non-sensory 

experiences, there is no reason to think that such experiences cannot provide 

immediate reasons for beliefs.  

 

Moreover, the claim about asymmetry, at least in the way that the proponent of the 

thin view presents it, cannot be right. It is true that we often present reasons for non-

sensory perceptual beliefs in terms of sensory experiences. But this does not show 

that there is a significant epistemic asymmetry between sensory and non-sensory 

beliefs. First, it is false that we cannot provide reasons for sensory beliefs in terms of 

non-sensory experiences. Suppose you are looking at a tomato in an ambiguous 

lighting condition where you are not sure about its color. Suppose also that you have 

recognized the tomato as a tomato. It is plausible that in such a circumstance your 

belief that what you are looking at is a tomato provides some prima facie reason for 

                                                
20 This is quite independent of whether we regard these experiences as perceptual or not. For 
example, my headache provides reasons for believing that I have a headache. But headaches 
are not perceptual experiences.  



 38 

believing that it is not blue.21 If we move to an environment that is sub-optimal for 

discerning colors and shapes, we might often appeal to our beliefs concerning non-

sensory properties to justify beliefs about sensory ones. So the asymmetry is partly 

based on contingent environmental factors.  

Second, as I will argue in section four, experiences of non-sensory properties depend 

on acquisition of specific perceptual skills. Such skills are often acquired in later 

stages of perceptual development, and depend on the specific tasks that a perceiver 

faces. As a result, different individuals often possess different sets of such skills. But 

this affects our reason-giving practices. Let me illustrate this with an example.   

Chicken sexers are experts at determining the sex of day-old chicks.22 Such expertise 

results from years of practice and depends on processes that draw on a host of sensory 

clues. But these processes are sub-personal. From the chicken sexer’s point of view, 

the chicks just look that way. In our terminology, the chicken sexer has a non-sensory 

experience of the sex of the chick. And it is this experience that provides a reason for 

her belief. Now imagine questioning a chicken sexer’s reasons for her belief 

concerning the sex of a chick. It is likely that she cannot give you any reasons. But 

she might try to make explicit some of those sensory clues that she sub-personally 

draws on. If her attempt is successful, she might tell you that male chicks have such 

and such discoloration in this or that part of their body, their beaks are slightly bent at 

the end, and so on. But these are not her real reasons. Her real reason cannot be 

                                                
21 The reason is of course indirect. It requires the belief that tomatoes are not blue. But the 
same applies to sensory beliefs. The belief that the fruit in front of me is red provides reasons 
for the belief that it is a tomato only by mediation of auxiliary beliefs such as tomatoes are 
often red.   
22 For psychological studies on chicken sexers see Biederman and Schiffrar (1987) 
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conveyed to you. For such reasons cannot be shared with someone who does not have 

the required expertise. In order to participate in the reason-giving practice, she has to 

lower her epistemic status and give reasons that could be shared with someone who 

does not have the expertise.  

I think our situation with respect to ordinary objects and properties is quite similar to 

the chicken sexers’ position. I see an apple on the shelf. Why do I believe that the 

thing is an apple? My real reason is: “it just looks that way”. Now if you question my 

reason, it indicates to me that you do not share the reason. So it is quite likely that I 

will descend to a lower epistemic status, and give you reasons in terms of its shape 

and color.  

So it is true that we often provide reasons for non-sensory beliefs by appealing to 

sensory beliefs. But this reflects contingent facts about our environment, the structure 

of our perceptual system, and the demands of reason-giving practices. I conclude that 

the thesis that only the sensory core of experience is epistemically immediate is false. 

So the above argument for the thin view does not succeed.     

 

 

3. Phenomenological Features 

In this section I consider the idea that there is something about the phenomenology of 

the sensory core that would justify its preferential treatment. There is an intuitive 

sense in which non-sensory experiences are dependent on the sensory core. I shall 



 40 

consider various ways of articulating this intuition, and argue that none of them lead 

to a successful argument.  

An initial attempt at articulating the intuition comes from the observation that it is 

hard to conceive of perceptual experience without the sensory core. For example, we 

do not seem to be able to conceive of perceptual experiences of causal relations or 

kinds without experiences of the sensory qualities of objects. One can plausibly 

conclude that the sensory core is necessary for having non-sensory experiences. 

Moreover, we seem to be able to conceive of experiences that merely consist in the 

sensory core. So non-sensory experiences do not seem to be necessary for the sensory 

core. We can summarize the above ideas in the following definition:  

Phenomenological Fundamentality:  E is a phenomenologically fundamental type of 

experience if and only if there is no type of experience F distinct from E such that 

having F experiences is necessary for having E.    

Replacing F with phenomenological fundamentality in our generic formula yields the 

following argument: 

C1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it is phenomenologically 

fundamental. (exclusion premise) 

C2. If an experience is phenomenologically fundamental it belongs to the sensory 

core. (separation premise) 

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the 

sensory core.   
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But it is not clear why we should accept the exclusion premise. For it is not clear why 

we should exclude non-fundamental components of a whole from the whole. For 

example, the first floor of a building is necessary for having the second floor. So the 

second floor is non-fundamental. But we do not conclude from this that the second 

floor does not belong to the building. To generalize, relations of necessitation among 

various components of a whole often do not yield conditions of membership in the 

whole. So the mere fact that the sensory core is necessary for other experiences does 

not imply that the sensory core is the only component of perceptual phenomenology. 

Moreover, the exclusion premise proves too much. For example, in vision we cannot 

experience spatial relations or shapes without experiencing colors. So such 

experiences would not be phenomenologically fundamental. And the exclusion 

premise would imply that they do not belong to perceptual phenomenology. This is a 

very counterintuitive result. So the exclusion premise in the above argument should 

be rejected.  

In the face of this criticism, the proponent of the thin view might offer a different 

version of this argument. The idea, simply put, is that what we have so far called 

“non-sensory” phenomenology breaks into two components, one component that is 

clearly non-perceptual, and one component that is nothing over and above the sensory 

core. An example will help illustrate this position. Many years ago, I fell from the 

high bar during a rotation, and the back of my head hit the ground. After being helped 

to my feet, I walked a few steps and collapsed, only to gain consciousness a few hours 

later on a hospital bed. Since then, whenever I look down from a high vantage point, a 

painful contraction starts in my back and shoots down my legs. Now, in this case, one 

might say that my phenomenology is a complex experience with two components, a 
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visual experience of my distance from the ground, and an experience of a bodily 

response toward what I see. I think it is very plausible that the second component is 

not perceptual, in the same sense that pains, itches and emotional experiences are not 

perceptual. And since the first component is nothing over and above the sensory core, 

the properly perceptual component of my overall experience is nothing but the 

sensory core. The proponent of the thin view could thus say that all cases of allegedly 

thick experience could be explained away in a similar manner.  

The success of this strategy depends on the exact sense of “clearly non-perceptual”. 

Here the contrast class is informative. Pains, itches and emotions are not experienced 

as properties of their usual causes. When I touch the edge of a knife, I experience the 

sharpness as the property of the knife, that is, as a property of its cause. But if the 

knife cuts my finger, my pain would not be experienced as the property of the knife. 

The same holds of itches and emotional reactions. We can elaborate this intuitive 

distinction in terms of public properties. My pains and itches are not public properties 

in the sense that a different observer cannot experience them as such. A different 

subject can observe the physical events that underlie my pains and itches. But she 

does not thereby experience them as pains and itches. In this sense my pains and 

itches are not public. But the color of my shirt is public. We can use this idea to 

define the following feature:  

Objectivity: An experience is objective iff the properties that it purports to present are 

presented as public properties. 

Replacing F with objectivity in the generic argument yields a new argument for the 

thin view: 
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D1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it is objective. (exclusion 

premise) 

D2. If an experience is objective it belongs to the sensory core. (separation premise)  

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the 

sensory core.   

I find the exclusion premise in the above argument very plausible. Even the proponent 

of the thick view needs to provide a criterion for distinguishing certain aspects of our 

overall phenomenology from perceptual phenomenology. And I think that objectivity 

is one of the features that any aspect of perceptual phenomenology should possess. 

Objectivity is one of the marks of perceptual phenomenology.  

The problem with the argument, however, is the separation premise. For many cases 

of non-sensory experiences are objective. The idea that non-sensory experiences are 

not objective might have some purchase in the case of experiences of dispositional 

properties. This might already be suggested by the example of the experience of 

prickliness. Here the type of explanation that was given in the fear of heights case is a 

live option. Perhaps Harry has been pricked by spikes before, and his experience of 

the prickliness of the spikes is a fear reaction.  

But there are dispositional cases where this type of explanation does not work. 

Imagine watching a water droplet that slides down a leaf, reaches its tip, gradually 

grows in size, and falls down. As you watch the water droplet growing, your 

experience might include an anticipation of the falling of the droplet; you see its 

disposition to fall. But you experience this as a property of the droplet; you 
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experience the droplet as about to fall down. You don’t experience this as something 

in your body, or an emotional reaction. The “fear and itch” model does not fit here.   

Moreover, experiences of causal relations and kinds are unquestionably objective. 

When we experience causation we experience it as a relation in the world between 

worldly events; we don’t experience it as something in us. As we saw before, some 

might, quite implausibly, deny that we experience causal relations. But I think among 

those who accept that we experience causal relations, no one would deny that such 

experiences are objective.23 The same holds of experiences of kinds. No one who 

accepts that there are such experiences would deny that they are objective. I don’t see 

any other ways of developing a phenomenological argument for the thin view; I 

conclude that the prospects of providing such an argument appear dim. 

  

 

4. Conceptual Capacities 

 

There is a strong tendency in contemporary analytic philosophy to hold that 

perceptual and conceptual phenomena are distinct. In this section I consider whether 

                                                
23 One might think that Hume denied the objectivity of such experiences. He famously held 
that the idea of causal relation rests on an impression of a determination of the mind to move 
from the impression of the cause to the idea of its effect. But Hume’s account of the 
phenomenology of experience of causation does not stop here. He also held that the mind has 
a tendency to ‘project’ this determination onto the objects in the world. This is exactly to 
account for the objectivity of such experience. Hume neither denied that we experience 
causal relations nor that such experiences were objective.  On his account the experience of 
causal relations depends on the operations of imagination, derived by associationist 
principles. If he denied the thick view, it was for the reason that imagination is not part of the 
faculty of perception 
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this distinction could be used in an argument for the thin view. Let us say that an 

experience is conceptual if it cannot be had without the exercise of conceptual 

capacities. Accordingly, an experience is non-conceptual if it can be had without the 

exercise of conceptual capacities.24  

 

Replacing F in the generic argument with the property of being non-conceptual gives 

us the following version of the argument: 

 

E1. If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it is non-conceptual. 

(exclusion premise) 

E2. If an experience is non-conceptual it belongs to the sensory core. (separation 

premise)  

Conclusion: If an experience belongs to perceptual phenomenology it belongs to the 

sensory core.   

 

Before evaluating the above argument, let me say a few words about the processes 

that in my view underlie non-sensory experiences. I will start with an example. John 

has never seen a pomegranate. One day he encounters a strange-looking fruit at the 

grocery store, and wonders what the fruit is. The fruit is a pomegranate, but John does 

                                                
24 Conceptual capacities are often regarded as the sort of capacities that are ordinarily 
employed in thinking, and satisfy Evans’s generality constraint. So the conceptual capacity 
associated with the concept ‘snow’ is often manifest in the ability to have thoughts about 
snow. According to its standard reading, Evans’ generality constraint requires that one should 
be able to employ this capacity in a wide range of different thoughts. For example, one who 
can have a wide range of snow-thoughts satisfies this condition. 
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not know this. He asks a few other customers, but they do not know what it is. The 

assistant behind the counter is very busy, so John does not bother asking, and walks 

out. As he is walking down the street he sees a woman carrying a basket of fruit. The 

pieces of fruit look familiar. When he gets closer, he recognizes them as the same 

type of fruit that he saw at the store.  

 

John does not know that the fruit is a pomegranate on either of his encounters. 

Nevertheless, after the first encounter he acquires a recognitional capacity that he 

employs later. This is a type-demonstrative recognitional capacity. It is plausible that 

non-sensory experiences depend on employment of type-demonstrative recognitional 

capacities. In general, to say that we have experiences of causal relations, affordances, 

or kinds, means that we experience them as belonging to a demonstratively identified 

type. With this background, let me return to the argument.  

 

Once we recognize the role of type-demonstrative recognitional capacities, the 

argument is revealed as problematic. Where we locate the problem, however, depends 

on the relationship between type-demonstrative recognitional capacities and 

conceptual capacities. If type-demonstrative recognitional capacities are not 

conceptual, then the separation premise is false. This is because non-sensory 

experiences depend on the deployment of type-demonstrative recognitional capacities. 

It follows that non-sensory experiences are non-conceptual. This would render the 

separation premise false. 
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The proponent of the above argument therefore has to hold that type-demonstrative 

recognitional capacities are sufficient for having conceptual capacities. This, I shall 

argue, renders the exclusion premise false. The exclusion premise might initially 

strike many as plausible, as many find it plausible that recognitional capacities are 

always employed post-perceptually. But I believe that this prima facie plausibility 

does not resist careful scrutiny.  

 

Let us start by distinguishing between two ways in which recognitional capacities can 

bear on the input that we receive through the senses. I shall call them mindful and 

mindless employment of recognitional capacities. I shall illustrate these ways by 

reconsidering the pomegranate example. Suppose that on his second encounter John 

does not immediately recognize the fruit as the fruit that he had previously seen. He 

examines the fruit carefully, recalls the visual and tactile images that he has stored in 

his memory, and after some conscious inference decides that this must be the same 

fruit.  Let us call this way that John recognizes the pomegranate mindful recognition.  

 

Intuitively, mindful recognition cannot be the only way that recognitional capacities 

might bear on the input that we receive through the senses. When we look around, we 

see many familiar objects. But we need not engage in any relevant type of conscious 

reasoning. It is quite plausible to assume that such recognition is the conscious 

outcome of sub-conscious processes. Let us call these mindless recognitions. It is 

natural to assume that non-sensory experiences depend on mindless recognitions.  
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I think the tacit assumption that all recognition is mindful underlies the prima facie 

plausibility of the exclusion premise. Mindful recognition is undeniably post-

perceptual. And quite plausibly any experience that might accompany mindful 

recognition is not an aspect of perceptual experience. So if non-sensory experiences 

depended on mindful recognitions, it would be plausible to exclude them from 

perceptual phenomenology. But as we saw earlier the assumption that all recognition 

is mindful is wrong. And it is natural to think that non-sensory experiences depend on 

mindless recognition. Therefore, the proponent of the thin view should show that 

mindless recognitional acts are post-perceptual.  

 

I believe our discussion in the previous sections shows that we have no reason to 

assume that mindless recognitional acts are post-perceptual. It is plausible that 

mindless recognitional acts are a species of sub-personal inferential processes. 

However, as we saw in the second section, the fact that an experience is based on sub-

personal inferential processes is not a good reason to assume that it is post-perceptual. 

So our interlocutor cannot appeal to this fact to defend the exclusion premise.  

 

Is there any other feature that the defender of the thick view can appeal to in order to 

defend the exclusion premise? I believe again that our previous discussion gives us 

ample reasons to give a negative answer to this question. In the previous sections we 

discussed a few features that seem plausible candidates for rendering an experience 

post-perceptual, e.g., being based on personal-level inferential processes, being 

epistemically less primitive than the sensory core and lacking objective 

phenomenology.  I think it is very intutive that an experience that has one of these 
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features is post-perceptual. But being based on a mind-less recognitional acts neither 

belongs to this class of features nor it is the case that an experience that is based on 

mindless recognition must have any of these features. So we seem have no theoretical 

reasons to regard experiences that are based on mindless recognitional capacities as 

post-perceptual.  

  

Here the thick theorist might argue that the fact that mindless recognitional capacities 

are conceptual gives us reasons to regard them as post-perceptual. But it is not clear 

why the fact that a process is conceptual should exclude it from perception. Let me 

elaborate on this point.  

 

The idea that concepts are involved in perception has been recently revived under the 

title “conceptualism”. Roughly put, conceptualism is the view that all perceptual 

content is conceptual.25 Under one way of understanding the view, it entails that the 

employment of conceptual capacities is necessary for having perceptual experience. 

This commitment has invited two objections. According to the first objection, 

conceptualism is too intellectualist. It restricts perceptual experience to concept-

possessing creatures. But intuitively, young children and animals have perceptual 

experience, even though they do not have concepts.26 The second objection is based 

on the empiricist idea that we acquire our concepts through perceptual experience. 

According to this objection, perceptual experience must be prior to concepts in order 

to play such a role. But on the conceptualist picture concepts are required for having 

                                                
25 McDowell (1984), and Brewer (2000) have defend conceptualist accounts of perceptual 
experience. 
26 For versions of this objection see Evans(1981), Heck (2000), and Campbell (2002).  
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perceptual experience.27 So conceptualism cannot account for the fact that we acquire 

concepts through perceptual experience.  

 

Conceptualists have of course rejected some of the premises in the above arguments. 

But the proponent of the thick view need not take these arguments head on, as the 

arguments do not support the exclusion premise. The basic reason is simple. It is one 

thing to hold that some conceptual processes can belong to perception, and it is 

another thing to hold that such processes are necessary for perception. The above 

objections target the latter thesis. But to support the exclusion premise one needs to 

reject the former thesis.  

 

One might think that with the addition of some plausible premises, these arguments 

can support the exclusion thesis. I do not think that such a promise can be fulfilled.  

Perception may sometimes be conceptual even if the concepts were acquired through 

experience, and even if some perceivers do not have concepts. The point can be 

illustrated by an example. Chess players acquire the capacity to recognize various 

chess openings post-perceptually. They read, observe, and analyze in order to learn 

how to recognize a particular opening. Average chess players employ such 

recognitional capacities in a mindful way. They look at a position, and after engaging 

in conscious reasoning, conclude that, say, black is playing a variation of the Caro-

Kann defense. But empirical studies suggest that among chess masters, such 

recognitional activities become mindless. A master chess player need not engage in 

conscious reasoning to recognize a variation of the Caro-Kann defense. For the sake 

                                                
27 For versions of this argument see Campbell (2002), and Smith (2002),  
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of illustration, let us assume that such recognition becomes a component of the 

master’s visual experience of the chessboard. Thus, in the chess master, a skill that 

was post-perceptual infiltrates perceptual processes. Her post-perceptual recognitional 

skill transforms into a perceptual one. Let us call this transformation cognitive 

infiltration. Becoming a chess master consists partly in acquiring new recognitional 

skills as a result of cognitive infiltration. 

 

The above example illustrates a way of thinking about perception that is, or I believe 

should be, at the heart of the thick view. According to this way of thinking what we 

perceive partly depends on our recognitional skills. The development of the 

perceptual system partly consists in the acquisition of new perceptual skills due to 

processes such as cognitive infiltration.28 On this model, the perceptual system does 

not have fixed boundaries. Its boundaries grow as our conceptual skills infiltrate 

perceptual processes. 

 

The above model clarifies why consideration about children and animals or the 

mechanisms of concept acquisition cannot pose a problem for the thick view. It is 

intuitively plausible that animals and small children have perceptual experiences, and 

their perceptual experience might be non-conceptual. But, as the possibility of 

cognitive infiltration demonstrates, this does not imply that our perceptual 

experiences cannot be partly conceptual. Similarly, even if we accept the empiricist 

assumption that conceptual capacities are acquired through perception, we cannot 

conclude that such capacities can only be employed post-perceptually. I conclude that 

                                                
28 Note that cognitive infiltration might be just one way for acquiring new perceptual skills.  
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the proponent of the thin view cannot rely on a distinction between perceptual and 

conceptual capacities. 

 

  

V. Empirical Features 

One might think that the debate between the thick and thin views is best settled by 

empirical methods of investigation, not by armchair methods.  If so, we may have 

been wasting our time in the previous sections.  However, I think that while empirical 

methods can provide some help here, they cannot settle the debate without relying on 

armchair methods. When one draws theoretical conclusions from empirical data, non-

empirical background premises often play a critical role.  In this section, I will 

provide a few brief remarks in support of the claim that empirical data, in isolation 

from armchair considerations of the sort discussed in the previous sections cannot 

settle the debate between the thick and the thin view.  

Let us start with a description of a way in which the empirical science of perception 

might answer our question. A scientifically-minded interlocutor might say:  

Whenever we have an experience, there is a part of the brain whose activity is 

correlated with the experience, and such activity could be detected with various 

techniques (single cell recordings, FMRI, and so on). So, in principle, when we have 

an experience, science can tell us what area of the brain is responsible for the 

experience. Moreover, thanks to previous empirical studies, we have a rough 

functional map of various anatomically demarcated areas of the nervous system; we 

know where the visual cortex is, we know where the motor cortex is, and so on. In 



 53 

short, we have a map of the various psychologically-identified systems. This map 

might be rough now. But it will become more accurate as we conduct further 

empirical studies, and our procedures become more advanced. With these two 

assumptions in mind, the method for figuring out whether an experience is perceptual 

is easy. We figure out the area of the brain that the experience depends on. If the area 

falls within the boundaries of the “perception system”, the experience is perceptual; if 

not, it is not. In this way, we can determine whether perceptual phenomenology is 

thick or thin.  

The success of the above method depends on whether empirical science can draw the 

anatomical boundaries of the “perceptual system”. But can empirical science do so 

without making assumptions that are in effect armchair assumptions? I believe the 

answer to this question is negative. The anatomical boundaries of the perceptual 

system depend on our assumptions about its job description: the function that it is 

supposed to perform. To put it very crudely, the heftier the job description, the wider 

the boundaries of the perceptual system. But empirical science cannot settle the job 

description of the perceptual system on its own. Stephen Palmer’s introduction to the 

chapter on perception of the functions of object and categories in his book Vision 

Science is instructive with regard to this point. He writes:  

Visual perception of function enables you to know, simply by looking, what objects in 

the environment might be useful in reaching your current goals. If you could perceive 

everything that we have discussed to this point [shapes, positions, orientations, colors, 

…] but you were unable to determine the function of objects around you, you would 
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be in much the same position as if you had suddenly been transported to an alien 

planet populated with totally unfamiliar objects and organisms. 29   

 After insisting more on the significance of information about function and category 

he goes on: 

… many classical treatments of perception exclude the apprehension of function from 

perception proper, discussing it instead as some later process involving associative 

memory (e.g., Rock, 1975). The reason is that whereas perception of the physical 

properties of objects has generally been considered possible without prior experience 

with specific objects, apprehension of function has not. There is undeniably 

something to this argument, but ignoring the functional component of vision 

constitutes a serious hole in the explanation of perceptual experiences, as the reader 

can readily appreciate from the alien planet thought experiment. We therefore include 

the perception of function as a proper – indeed, crucial- subject for vision science. 30      

The above two passages nicely illustrate the opposition between two conceptions of 

the function of the visual system. The former, championed by Palmer himself, regards 

perception of function as part of the job of the visual system. The latter, the view of 

classical vision science, regards perception of function as post-perceptual. If we were 

to rely on the proposed empirical method for adjudicating the thin/thick debate, 

Palmer’s conception would tell us that perceptual phenomenology is thick, and the 

classical conception might tell us that perceptual experience is thin.  

                                                
29 Palmer 1999, p.409  
30 ibid p.409 
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Crucially, the reasons that are mentioned in support of each conception are not 

empirical reasons. Instead, they are grounded in familiar philosophical arguments. 

Palmer’s own argument is phenomenological. On his view, the classical conception 

ignores the sense in which we perceive our surrounding environment as populated by 

“familiar” objects. This, he contends, constitutes a “serious hole” in the explanation of 

“perceptual experience”.31 The argument of Palmer’s opponents for the classical 

conception, on the other hand, is an old empiricist argument. The perceptual system, 

on the empiricist view, is merely a receptive organ. It receives information through 

the senses, and does not rely on other sources of information for its functioning. So on 

the empiricist view, processes that rely on earlier information are not, properly 

speaking, perceptual processes.     

The appeal to philosophical arguments in the above debate is no accident. Certain 

questions cannot be answered by purely empirical studies, because answers to these 

questions are the presuppositions of empirical studies. In practice, many perceptual 

scientists are sensitive to this matter. Marr’s three-step description of the 

methodology of computational neuroscience provides a good example. On Marr’s 

view, in order to draw conclusions about how vision works from the study of the 

activity of neurons, we first need to make assumptions about the function of the visual 

system.32   

One upshot of Marr’s view is that the way we cut up the brain into various regions is 

sensitive to the assumptions that we make about the function of these regions. To put 
                                                
31 Siewert (1998) gives a similar argument to the effect that perceptual experience represents 
much more than colors and shapes. For an elaborate development of the argument see Siegel 
(2006).   
32 Marr (1982).   
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it metaphorically, the brain does not tell us directly where its joints are. It does not tell 

us exactly where the perceptual system ends and post-perceptual processes start. 

Where we draw the boundary depends on what function we assign to perception. But 

what tells us what this function is? Of course the function of the visual system is to 

inform us about the environment. But this almost trivial answer, does not tell us how 

much the visual system informs us. Does it inform us about colors and shapes, or does 

it tell us more? The brain does not tell us. The lesson to draw from these observations 

is simple. The question as to whether perceptual phenomenology is thick or thin can 

be answered by empirical methods only in the context of substantive meta-empirical 

assumptions. And the evaluation of these assumptions turns on philosophical 

considerations of the sort that I have been discussing.  

 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper I have shown that various arguments that might be given in support of a 

thin view of perceptual phenomenology are problematic. Of course these arguments 

do not exhaust all possible arguments for the thin view.  But I believe that they are 

representative of the best arguments available.  Furthermore, I have suggested that the 

debate cannot be settled by empirical studies. So I tentatively conclude that we have 

no good argument for adopting a thin account of perceptual experience.  

Now, one might say that the conclusion of this paper should be different. If there is no 

way of distinguishing the sensory core of perceptual experience from the non-sensory 



 57 

aspect, then shouldn’t we be skeptical about the distinction between perceptual 

phenomenology and non-perceptual phenomenology? I don’t think that this paper has 

such implications. For, there are paradigm cases of non-perceptual phenomenology. 

For example, emotional experiences, pains, itches, and so on are all non-perceptual 

experiences. Moreover, many of the arguments that we have considered have given 

reasonable criteria for distinguishing perceptual phenomenology from non-perceptual 

phenomenology. For example, there is good reason to believe that immediacy (in the 

personal sense), and objectivity are necessary conditions for perceptual 

phenomenology. So we have a provisional list. Whether this list is correct and 

complete is an open question left for future investigation.    
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Chapter 2 

The Dynamical Unity Structure of Experience 

 

 

As stated before the main purpose of the first part of this dissertation is to argue that 

perceptual experience has a unity structure and show the significance of this structure 

for the intentionality of perceptual experience. The idea that perceptual experience 

has a unity structure goes against a common conception of perceptual phenomenology 

that I have here called the thin account. So a view according to which perceptual 

experience has a unity structure needs to reject the thin view. The first chapter of the 

dissertation was devoted to this task. In the following two chapters I focus on the idea 

of unity structure and its significance. As I said in the introduction the unity structure 

is the sum of the dynamical and the objectual unity structures. The aim of this chapter 

is to explicate the notion of dynamical unity and argue that it is in virtue of its 

dynamical unity structure that perceptual experience has the phenomenology of 

objectivity. § 1 explicates the notion of the phenomenology of objectivity. § 2 

explicates the notion of dynamical unity structure. § 3 argues that the dynamical unity 

structure is necessary for the phenomenology of objectivity. 

 

1 The Phenomenology of Objectivity 
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Perceptual experience typically has the phenomenology of objectivity.33 It presents 

the world as containing objects that seem objective. As a first approximation we can 

say that perceptual experience presents an object as seemingly objective if and only if 

it presents some of the properties of the object as possessed by it independent of the 

way it is perceived.  

 

Before we move on let me clarify one point about the locution “presenting x as p”. I 

understand the term ‘present’ as an intentional verb. That is, the verb ‘present’ 

functions in the same way that ordinary intentional verbs like ‘believe’ function. Sam 

can believe that Santa is fat, although there is no Santa. Analogously, the truth of 

claims of the sort “experience presents x as p” implies neither the existence of x nor 

the instantiation of p by x. Thus “experience presents the world as objective” entails 

neither the existence nor the objectivity of the world. So from now on, every term that 

occurs on the right hand side of “presents” should be regarded as under the scope of 

an intentional modifier. Here, following a Husserlian tradition, I bracket questions 

about the existence of the objective world, and focus on the conditions that are 

necessary for the presentation of the world as objective.   

 

But what is it to experience a property as objective? Let me start with an example. I 

just stopped writing and looked around, turning my head slowly from left to right.  

When I did this, I first saw the doorway to the yard, then my desk, and finally the 

closet door. This is an everyday type of perceptual experience, but it has an 

                                                
33 I think it is safe to say that all perceptual experiences have phenomenology of objectivity. 
For, an experience that lacks phenomenology of objectivity cannot be properly called 
perceptual experience. 
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interesting feature. In this experience I have visual experiences that succeed each 

other in time. My visual experience of the table, for example, comes after my visual 

experience of the doorway. But I do not experience the doorway and the table as 

things that succeed each other in time. The table and the doorway are experienced as 

synchronic. This simple example shows that the temporal order of my visual 

experience of the occurrences in the world and the temporal order in which I 

experience them as ordered may come apart; there is a dichotomy in my experience of 

temporal relations. This suggests that my visual phenomenology can present temporal 

orders in two ways. I shall call them the perspectival and the objective ways of 

presenting.34 When perceptual experience presents temporal orders in a perspectival 

way, it presents them as dependent on the way they are perceived. More particularly, 

it presents them as dependent on the way that the point of view of the subject moves 

in space-time in relation to objects. When perceptual experience presents temporal 

orders in an objective way, it presents them as objective relations among states or 

events in the world. In other words, it presents them as independent from the way the 

point of view of the subject moves in space-time.  

 

This dichotomy is not confined to experiences of temporal orders; it can be 

generalized to other relations and properties. For example, when we look at a tilted 

coin, we experience circularity as an objective feature of the coin. But there is also a 

sense in which something elliptical is presented to us. However, the ellipticality is not 

presented as an objective property of the coin. Experience presents the former in an 

                                                
34 Noe (2004) coins the term ‘perspectival’, although he does not use it for ways of 
representing.  
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objective way, and the latter in a subjective way. Similar examples could be given in 

other sensory modalities. Normally, increasing the volume of your stereo increases 

the perceived volume of the sound. Walking closer to the speakers also increases the 

perceived volume. But the change in the volume in the latter case is perceived as 

dependent on the movement of the subject, whereas in the former case it is perceived 

as an objective change in the volume. Similar examples exist in the case of touch. For 

example your experience of the texture of a basketball changes with the pressure that 

you apply to it. But you do not perceive this change as a change in the texture of the 

ball.  

 

To generalize, experience can present properties or relations in objective or 

perspectival ways. Let us say that experience presents x as objective when it presents 

it in the objective way illustrated in the above examples. Let us also say that 

experience has the phenomenology of objectivity iff it presents some properties and 

relations as objective.  

 

The above paragraphs explicate objectivity in terms of the presentational content of 

perceptual experience. Thus perceptual experience presents a property objectively 

when it presents it as independent from the way it is perceived. Intuitively, there is a 

deep relation between the presentational content and the phenomenal character of 

perceptual experience. This raises an interesting question in our case: what feature in 

the phenomenal character of perceptual experience might account for the presentation 

of objectivity? My main aim in this chapter is to defend a particular answer to this 

question.  
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One option here is to say that experience does so in virtue of instantiation of a 

monadic phenomenal property.35 On such a view experiencing a green color 

objectively requires the experience of green plus a monadic phenomenal property 

corresponding to objectivity. This phenomenal property is a common element in all 

those cases where experience presents an item as objective. And the absence of this 

phenomenal property accounts for presenting an item as subjective.36 An alternative 

strategy is to account for the difference between objective and subjective ways of 

presenting an item in terms of relational phenomenal properties. This is the strategy 

that I adopt here. My thesis, put in a rough manner, is that an item is presented 

objectively when the experiences of that item stand in a particular type of relation 

with other experiences.37 I shall call this type of relation dynamical unity. The next 

section explicates the idea of dynamical unity in more detail.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

35 As I said in the previous chapter, there is substantive theoretical disagreement about the 
exact nature of phenomenal properties. Some regard them as an awareness relation between 
subjects and properties, whereas others regard them as a matter of instantiation of qualia or 
raw feels. Here and throughout this dissertation I shall stay neutral with respect to this debate.  
36 This idea has some variants. For example, on one version the phenomenal property 
associated with subjectivity is the primitive and presenting properties objectively is explained 
in terms of its absence. One could also adopt views where both properties are primitive.  
37 Again, the phrase “relation among experiences” should be read in accordance with one’s 
substantive account of the nature of perceptual experience. Thus a representationalist should 
read this as a relation between contents of experience, and the proponent of the qualia view 
should understand it as a relation between instantiated phenomenal properties.  
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2 The Dynamical Unity Structure of Experience. 

 

In the previous chapter I argued that the phenomenology of perceptual experience is 

not exhausted by its sensory core.38 For example, various elements in the sensory core 

can stand in diachronic and synchronic relations with each other. Dynamical unity is 

one type of such a relation. Some preliminary remarks will prove useful before I 

explain what I mean by the notion of dynamical unity.  

 

In the previous section I pointed out that perceptual experience has a perspectival 

layer or component. We can make this idea more precise by saying that perceptual 

experience represents perspectival properties. And we can regard perspectival 

properties in terms of relations between the point of view of the subject and the 

properties of objects. To rehearse our previous example, when we look at a tilted coin 

our experience presents both ellipticality and circularity to us. The former property is 

a perspectival property which could be analyzed in terms of the relation between the 

shape of the coin and the point of view of the subject in relation to the coin. As I said 

before, the same kind of distinction could be made in other sense modalities. With 

this background in mind let us define the relation of dynamical unity.   

 

 

Dynamical Unity  

                                                
38 The sensory core of perceptual experience is the aspect of perceptual experience that is fixed by 
simple sensations such as experiences of colors, sounds, and their apparent spatio-temporal relations.   
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Two experiences are dynamically unified iff the pattern of the change of one through 

time puts a constraint on the pattern of the change of the other.  

 

The paradigm case of dynamical unity is the relation between perspectival sensory 

experiences and motor experiences. When you move around an object your 

experience of your bodily movement puts a constraint on the way that its perspectival 

visual profile changes. By definition, your experience of your bodily movement and 

your experience of the shape of the object are dynamically unified. The same could be 

said when we experience one billiard ball hitting another one. In such cases, our 

visual experience of the pattern of movement of the first ball puts a constraint on our 

visual experience of the pattern of the movement of the second ball. Similarly, our 

visual experience of a glass that falls on the ground and shatters puts a constraint on 

our auditory experience of the sound that results from it.  

 

In all such cases the unity relation obtains when some sub-personal expectations in 

our perceptual system are satisfied. For example, when we move around objects, we 

have sub-personal expectations about the way their appearances should change. 

Similarly, we seem to have sub-personal expectations about the sound that the 

shattering of a glass might make, or about the way that a billiard ball should move 

when hit by another billiard ball. It is quite plausible to hold that such processes 

receive inputs from various sensory modalities and motor systems. We can assume 

that the job of these processes is to check if the dynamic pattern of variation in input 

matches certain stored patterns. When such matching obtains the various sensations 

are experienced as dynamically unified. When such matching does not obtain our 
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various sensations would not be experienced as unified. For example, when we move 

around an object we expect its visual profile to change accordingly, or when we get 

closer to an object we expect its size to increase, etc. When these expectations are not 

satisfied dynamical unity fails. And, as I will argue in the next section, when 

dynamical unity fails the phenomenology of objectivity is lost.   

 

One might ask what sort of constraint is in question in the above examples. The 

answer dependends on whether the question is about the subconscious expectations or 

do personal-level experience of unity. If the question is about the sub-conscious 

expectations, I do not think that there is a univocal answer to it. The relevant 

constraint in each case depends on many factors such as the previous experiences of 

the subject and the physical machinery of perception. For example, the sort of 

constraint that experiences of our bodily movement put on our experiences of 

perspectival shapes would change if we put on inverting goggles. As for the personal 

sense of the question, I think there is a relational property of dynamical unity that all 

such cases share. I cannot say more about this property but that it is exemplified in the 

above examples.  So our definition of dynamical unity is implicitly ostensive. Two 

experiences are dynamically unified when the pattern of change in one puts a 

constraint on the pattern of change in the other in the manner that is exemplified in 

the above examples.   

  

As I said before my purpose here is to argue that dynamical is necessary for the 

phenomenology of objectivity. This idea has important historical predecessors. It is 



 66 

arguable that crude versions of this idea can be found in Berkeley’s account of 

perception, and more developed versions in Kant’s first Critique.39  

 

Some contemporary philosophers have also argued for accounts that are similar in 

spirit, although the theses are not formulated in terms of dynamical unity. For 

example Siegel (2006) defends a view that is closely related to the view I develop 

here. On Siegel’s view, ordinary visual experiences differ from mere sensations in 

virtue of having a complex representational content. This content includes two types 

of expectation, namely subject independency and perspectival connectedness. On 

Siegel’s account, visual experience of a subject S represents an object O as subject 

independent when part of the representational content of the experience is that O will 

not move if S changes her perspective on O. And it represents O as perspectivally 

connected to the subject when part of the representational content of experience is that 

if S substantially changes her perspective on O, her visual phenomenology will 

change as a result of this.  

 

The account that is developed here is close to Siegel’s view in spirit. However, there 

is a crucial difference that arguably makes the current account preferable to Siegel’s. 

The crucial difference is that on Siegel’s view expectations figure in the 

representational content of experience. On the view that I am defending, in contrast, 

expectations are sub-conscious. They are the criteria that the sub-conscious 

                                                
39 One central theme in the Critique of Pure Reason is the distinction between subjective and 
objective determinations of time. In the Third Analogy of Experience section Kant seems to argue 
that such distinction is inherently related to the representation of causal relations. In spirit, this 
view is very close to what I argue for. I shall come back to some of this exegetical issues in the 
last chapter of the dissertation.     
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mechanisms that underlie experiences of unity rely on.40 I believe these expectations 

should not figure in the contents of perceptual experience.41  

                                                
40  There are other substantive differences. I don’t think that the content of such expectations 
could be listed in the way that Siegel thinks. They are definitely not confined to a small list 
containing only two items. Also, such expectations vary from case to case and depend on 
contingent facts about one’s previous experiences.  
 

41 Here is a brief expose of my reason for the interested reader. Imagine again that you are 
having an experience as of a yellow lemon in front of you. For the sake of the argument let us 
hold that the content of your experience is that there is a yellow lemon in front of you. 
Suppose also that there is no lemon in front of you; you are undergoing a perfect 
hallucination of the yellow lemon. In this case we usually say that your experience is non-
veridical, because the condition that is specified in the content of the experience does not 
obtain. Note that this does not force us to say that the experience does not have the content 
that there is a yellow lemon in front of you. It forces us to say that the experience is non-
veridical.  
 
Now compare the above example with the following. Suppose again that you are looking at a 
real lemon that has a uniform yellow color. Imagine foveating on the left edge of the lemon 
and gradually moving your eyes along its surface to the right. As you move your eyes to the 
right the parts that you were foveating on are not projecting an image on the periphery of 
your retina. And since there are fewer cones on the periphery of the retina, these parts are 
producing less yellow stimulus on your retina. But this does not make you experience them as 
having a less bright yellow color. The color is experienced as uniform. Our sub-personal 
visual processes embody some knowledge about the way that the activity that a uniformly 
colored surface produces in our retina should change as its image moves from the fovea to the 
periphery. This knowledge could be written down as a set of expectations. Note that if these 
expectations are not satisfied, for example if the lemon is not uniformly yellow, we won’t 
experience the surface as having uniform color. The representational content of experience 
will change, and the experience will be veridical.  
 
The general lesson to draw from the above examples is then this. When our theory builds a 
condition into the representational content of experience the failure of the condition will (a) 
preserve the representational content of experience and (b) render the experience non-
veridical. But when our theory builds a condition into the content of sub-personal processes 
that underlie experience the failure of the condition often will (a) change the representational 
content of the experience and (b) retain the veridicality of the experience. This is a crucial 
difference between building an expectation into the sub-personal processes and building it 
into the content of experience.  
 
With this in mind we can see why it is a mistake to build the types of expectations that Siegel 
discusses into the representational content of experience. For the result would be that if these 
conditions fail then the experience would still have the phenomenology of objectivity but 
only non-veridically so. But what we need is a theory that explains why when these 
conditions fail to obtain, experience will not have the phenomebology of objectivity. We get 
this result by building the condition into the expectations of the sub-personal processes not 
the representational content of experience.  
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Let us thus turn to the argument for the thesis.  

 

 

3 The Argument 

 

Let us call the idea that the dynamical unity of experience is necessary for the 

phenomenology of objectivity the dynamical objectivity thesis. My argument for this 

thesis is abductive. I argue that the best explanation for the absence of the 

phenomenology of objectivity in those cases where it is absent is the truth of the 

dynamical objectivity thesis. §3.1 explicates the main argument in an intuitive way. 

§3.2 defends the argument in more detail. §3.3 blocks a general rejoinder.   

 

3.1 The intuition 

Why should we accept the objective unity thesis? Historically, the motivation for this 

idea has been that experiencing an item as objective requires experiencing it as placed 

within the same spatio-temporal framework that other objects and properties, 

specially our body, are located. This in turn requires experiencing the item as standing 

in a dynamical relation with other objects and our body. Here though I shall focus on 

cases in which the phenomenology of objectivity is absent. Afterimages, in my view, 

are paradigm examples. Focus on the black circle in the left rectangle in figure 1 for a 

while and then shift your focus to the circle in the right rectangle. You will experience 

a bluish green afterimage.  
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                                                                      Figure 1    

 

The afterimage is not experienced as the color of the page in the same way that the 

red color is experienced as the color of the red box. In other words it is not 

experienced as an objective property of the page. The experience of the color of the 

afterimage does not manifest the phenomenology of objectivity. What could account 

for the absence of the phenomenology of objectivity? One explanation for the absence 

of the phenomenology of objectivity in the above case is that we have the 

phenomenology of objectivity in virtue of dynamical unity, and dynamical unity is 

absent in the case of the afterimage.   

 

You can experiment with the afterimage to convince yourself of the point that 

dynamical unity is absent in the case of afterimages. If you blink as you’re looking at 

the red rectangle the red will appear as soon as you open your eyes. But unlike the red 

color, the afterimage does not appear the moment you open your eyes; it is absent for 

a short period after blinking and gradually appears again. If you tilt your head as 

you’re looking at the red rectangle, the red color does not rotate. But, unlike the color 

of normal objects, if you tilt your head as you are experiencing the green afterimage 

the green will disappear for a short period and then appear as tilted. If you move the 
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page closer to yourself as you’re looking at the red rectangle the size of the red patch 

does not seem to change. But if you move the page closer as you are experiencing the 

afterimage it will disappear for a while but then appear as smaller than the rectangle.  

 

The upshot is that the afterimage is not dynamically unified in the proper way with 

other aspects of our experience. This gives intuitive support to the idea that the 

absence of dynamical unity might be the best explanation for the absence of the 

phenomenology of objectivity. In what follows I argue that this intuition survives 

rigorous scrutiny.  

 

3. 2 Argument for the objective unity thesis.  

Let us start by presenting an abductive argument that captures the intuition.   

A1) Afterimages do not have the phenomenology of objectivity. 

A2) The best explanation for this absence of the phenomenology of objectivity is that 

afterimages lack dynamical unity.  

Conclusion: The objective unity thesis is true.  

 

The crucial premise in the above argument is A2. To support this premise we need to 

do two things. First we need to support the claim that the absence of dynamic unity is 

an explanation of the absence of the phenomenology of objectivity. Second, we need 

to rule out competing explanations. I shall start with the first task and then move to 

the second.  
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Suppose you are moving around a coin. As you move, you experience a change in the 

perspectival shape of the coin. You experience the perspectival shape of the coin as 

changing in a way that is dependent on the way that you are perceiving the coin. So 

by definition you do not experience the perspectival shape as an objective property of 

the coin. But in addition to the perspectival shape you experience the coin as having a 

circular shape. Moreover, you experience the circular shape as constant. You do not 

experience the circular shape as dependent on the way you perceive the coin. The 

circular shape is presented as an objective property of the coin. Note that as you are 

moving around the coin, you may never experience a perspectival circular shape. If 

you never face the coin directly its perspectival shape will always remain elliptical. 

Still, you would experience the objective shape of the coin as circular. The objective 

shape is not experienced directly, it is experienced through the experience of the 

pattern of change in its perspectival shape. The objective shape transcends the 

perspectival shape.  

 

It is quite plausible that without dynamical unity no objective property would 

transcend experiences of perspectival properties. Support for this comes from two 

sources. First, in all cases where we experience a transcending objective property 

dynamical unity is present. Second, in all cases where we do not experience a 

transcendent objective property dynamical unity is absent. Afterimages are clear cases 

of this. These two observations give prima facie support to the claim that dynamical 

unity is a necessary condition for the phenomenology of objectivity.  

 

In response one might say:  
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“The afterimage discussion is unconvincing. The problem is that the afterimage looks 

like an afterimage even prior to undertaking any of the actions that would test whether 

the sub-personal expectations are fulfilled. Your account appears to require that in 

order for an experience to appear non-objective it must lack dynamical unity and to 

lack dynamical unity sub-personal expectations about what I would experience if I 

were to do certain things (or certain things were to happen) have to be unfulfilled. So 

it looks as though there has to always be a temporal lag between the onset of an 

experience of a particular object and our experience having the phenomenology of 

non-objectivity (or objectivity for that matter).”42 

 

The above objection is a powerful one. My provisional response is that the actions 

that are required here need not be gross bodily movements. Saccadic movements of 

the eye or micro-changes in the head-position are sufficient to test whether the pattern 

of input satisfies the relevant expectations. Obviously, this response has to address the 

challenge that such micro-movements are not experienced at the personal level. I 

think a response in terms of the difference between perspectival and objective 

experiences of  movement might block this challenge. But I need to develop this idea 

in future work.         

 

Let us thus turn to the second task.   

 

One might think that the absence of the phenomenology of objectivity could be 

explained in terms of a feature other than dynamical unity. A few candidates suggest 

                                                
42 This is another direct quote from comments by Joseph Tolliver.  
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themselves. For example one might hold that there is something about the quality of 

the afterimage that distinguishes it from normal color experiences. There is 

undoubtedly a difference between the sensory quality of the green after image in the 

above example, and ordinary experiences of green. The question is what this 

difference consists in, and whether the difference can account for the absence of the 

objectivity of the experience.  

 

One option is that the color of the afterimage is partially transparent. In a sense, we 

can see through it. So in this sense the green afterimage on the surface of the paper is 

different from the redness of the rectangle on the right side. But it seems implausible 

that this is the reason for the absence of objectivity. For, many colored surfaces that 

we see in our everyday encounter with the world are partially transparent. But this 

does not make us experience their colors as not belonging to those surfaces. We see 

through colored windows, glasses and so on. These are partially transparent colored 

surfaces. But the partial transparency of these surfaces does not make us experience 

their colors as not belonging to them.  

 

Another candidate is that afterimages do not have the same vivacity that normal color 

experiences have. Hume thought that the only feature that distinguishes our 

impressions from our ideas is the degree of vivacity and force that such impressions 

have. Ideas are faint and weak, while impressions are vivacious and forceful. Could 

we explain the absence of objectivity in terms of vivacity? 
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To evaluate the above proposal we first need to know what is meant by force or 

vivacity. One way is to take vivacity to mean something like intensity. We have an 

analogue of this in the case of sounds and smells. Sounds could be loud, and smells 

could be strong. Maybe a similar feature could be ascribed to experiences of colors in 

terms of brightness. So color experiences might have a higher degree of vivacity 

when they are brighter. And afterimages might be less bright in this sense. But again, 

this cannot be the reason for the absence of the phenomenology of objectivity. We 

experience many colored surfaces in our everyday encounters with objects that are not 

bright. But this does not make us experience those colors as non-objective.  

 

A second alternative is to understand the idea of vivacity in terms of the force that an 

experience has on post-perceptual processes, such as belief-forming mechanisms, 

reasoning, action control systems, and so on. It might seem initially plausible that 

afterimages lack this feature. Experiences of ordinary objects and properties grab our 

attention, but we often ignore our afterimages. We react to ordinary objects and 

properties when we experience them, but we do not react to our afterimages. In short 

afterimages do not play a pervasive role in our lives, but perceptual experiences do.  

 

Could the above be the right explanation? I believe the answer is negative. Suppose 

after reading these paragraphs you become very interested in afterimages. You decide 

to become very attentive to them. You are on the lookout for any afterimage that you 

experience. Whenever you have one, you invite your friends to a shot of whiskey, 

pick up your notebook and write a poem about it, etc, etc. After a while, this 

attentiveness becomes automatic and involuntary. Afterimages become a pervasive 
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aspect in your life. But it sounds very counterintuitive to think that afterimages will 

now start looking objective. So the lack of pervasiveness cannot explain why 

afterimages lack the phenomenology of objectivity. 

 

I conclude that explanations in terms of transparency, lack of intensity, or the absence 

of pervasiveness cannot account for the absence of the phenomenology of objectivity 

in the case of afterimages. Of course we cannot conclude from this that no alternative 

explanation is available. But in the absence of plausible candidates we have a good 

reason to assume that the best explanation is in terms of the objective unity thesis.  

 

Let us thus turn to the first premise of the above argument. According to this premise, 

afterimages lack the phenomenology of objectivity. This idea is intuitive, but one 

might deny it. The denial could take various forms. For example, one might hold that 

afterimages are presented as objective, but we do not take them as objective based on 

post-perceptual reasoning or inference. A slightly different way is to hold that 

experience does not have a verdict on objectivity vs. subjectivity of afterimages; it 

presents them neither as objective nor as subjective. On this picture, we deny 

objective status to afterimages based on some post-perceptual inference. I think both 

of these proposals can be rejected.  

 

Let us start with the first proposal. On this proposal the verdict of experience is that 

afterimages are objective, but this verdict is defeated by some post-perceptual 

consideration. But this idea seems to have counterintuitive phenomenological 

implications. More particularly, the idea would imply that in the case of afterimages 
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we should feel a discrepancy between the deliverances of experience and our beliefs 

regarding the status of afterimages. But we do not experience any such discrepancy. 

Let me elaborate.  

 

Such a discrepancy is present in the case of perceptual illusions. For example, the two 

arrows in the Müller-Lyer illusion seem to have unequal lengths; our experience 

presents them as unequal. But, if you know about the illusion, your background 

beliefs would defeat the verdict of the experience and you will believe that the two 

lines are equal. There will be a discrepancy between what your experience presents 

and what you believe. And this discrepancy is apparent to you. To generalize, we 

experience an apparent discrepancy between our beliefs and the verdict of experience 

when the verdict is defeated. But this discrepancy is absent in the case of afterimages. 

When we form the belief that afterimages are not objective it does not feel like there 

is a discrepancy between our belief and the verdict of experience. So the idea that 

experience presents afterimages as objective should be rejected.  

 

Let us turn to the second proposal. On this proposal experience is silent about matters 

of objectivity/subjectivity. It presents afterimages in the same way that it presents 

normal colors. The only difference is that in the latter case we form the belief that 

such colors are not objective while in the former case we do not form such a belief. 

And this belief is based on post-perceptual reasoning. Now, reasoning could be 

understood in two different ways, namely conscious or subconscious reasoning. The 

first option does not seem to be compatible with our phenomenology. When we 

experience afterimages it does not seem that we engage in any reasoning to the effect 
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that they are not objective.  So the only reasoning that might be going on here is 

subconscious reasoning. 43 

 

Suppose the reasoning is subconscious. When we experience an afterimage some sub-

conscious reasoning leads us to believe that the afterimage is not objective. But this 

again has a counterintuitive implication. We should first note that since the reasoning 

is subconscious, and the experience does not present the afterimage as objective, we 

would have no idea why we have such a belief. From our point of view all that 

happens is that the belief that the afterimage is not objective pops up in our head. But 

we cannot point to anything in our experience as evidence for our belief or any 

conscious reasoning that grounds this belief. To put it metaphorically, from our 

perspective the belief is epistemically blind.44  

 

But the above conclusion is very counterintuitive.  An example helps us see why. 

Compare a person with normal color vision with a person with blindsight who can 

guess the colors of objects without seeing them. If you ask a normal person why she 

thinks the ripe tomato in front of her is red she can point to the color of the tomato 

and say: “because it looks that way”. Her experience presents her with something that 

she takes as evidence for her belief. But the same response is not available to the 

blindsighter. From her point of view the idea that something red is in front of her just 

pops up in her head. She cannot provide any justification for it; the idea is 

                                                
43 One might think that the reasoning is conscious but it is so fast that we ignore it. I don’t 
think that this option is compatible with our phenomenology.  
44  One might argue that we can provide support for our belief under reflection. But I think we 
can only reflect on what is conscious. If the reasoning is sub-conscious it will not be 
accessible through reflection.  
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epistemically blind. This helps us see why the above proposal is problematic. For it 

implies that our situation with respect to afterimages is analogous to the case of the 

blindsighter and the color. But this is not our situation. Learning that her belief 

concerning the color of the object is correct would surprise the blindsighter. For, from 

her point of view her guess is groundless. But we are not surprised when we learn that 

afterimages are not objective colors of external objects. After all, they always looked 

different.  

 

This ends my defense of the two premises of the argument for the objective unity 

thesis. Before ending this section, I consider another potential objection to my 

argument for the thesis. Roughly put, the idea is that the argument does not support 

the modal status of the thesis.   

 

3.3 The modal status of the objective unity thesis.  

According to the objective unity thesis the dynamical unity structure is necessary for 

the phenomenology of objectivity. But an interlocutor might object that in the 

argument for the thesis we are moving from an observed correlation between two 

properties to a claim about a modal connection between them. But the correlation 

between the phenomenology of objectivity and dynamical unity is merely a 

contingent fact about us. For example, it could be that the brain mechanism that 

underlies the phenomenology of objectivity and the one that underlies dynamical 

unity are in us related in such a manner that we could not experience one without the 

other. If so, the modal status of the objective unity thesis is problematic.  
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I think the above objection can be blocked. Let me clarify the reason by first 

contrasting my argument with an argument for the identity between mental and brain 

states. It was common among identity theorists to hold that the correlation between 

brain events and conscious experiences supports the identity between them. 

According to this line of argument the constant correlation between, say, pains and c-

fiber firings supports the thesis that the two events are identical. This move has been 

questioned in various ways. For example, property dualists argue that we can 

conceive of situations in which c-fibers fire but there is no pain, or conversely we can 

conceive of situations in which a subject experiences pain but no c-fiber is firing.45 

This, the argument goes, shows that there could be possible worlds in which pain and 

c-fiber stimulations come apart. So the two properties are not identical, for the thesis 

that the two properties are identical entails that one property should instantiated in 

every world in which the other property is instantiated. In short, contingent 

correlations do not support identity claims.  

 

The crucial assumption behind the argument for property dualism is that the 

properties in question, namely the property of being in pain and the property of 

having one’s c-fibers firing, are identified in a independent manners. The property 

dualist identifies pains in terms of their specific phenomenal character, but the 

correlated brain events are identified in terms of their neuro-physiological features.  

More particularly, there is no a priori connection between the modes in which the two 

properties are identified. Without this assumption the argument against identity theory 

does not get of the ground. For, if there were an a priori connection between the 

                                                
45 See Chalmers (1996). 
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modes of identification of the two properties we would not have been able to 

coherently conceive of a situation in which they come apart.  

 

But it is not clear that the dynamical unity and the phenomenology of objectivity are 

identified in independent ways. These phenomenal types were introduced by way of 

examples. The examples rendered characterizations that have the rough following 

form:  

Phenomenology of objectivity:  

“experience with phenomenology of objectivity is the kind of experience whose 

paradigm examples are these cases, and is absent in those cases”, where you point at 

some experiences.  

 

Dynamical Unity:  

“experience with dynamical unity is the kind of experience whose paradigm examples 

are these cases, and is absent in those cases”, where you point at some experiences.  

 

Surely, there is more detail to the characterizations than what is specified in the above 

lines. But the crucial point is that our characterizations include a demonstrative 

component. And before the reference of this demonstrative is filled out we cannot 

assume that the modes of characterization are independent. For all we have said, it 

could be that the type of experience picked out by one characterization is the same as 

(or a component of) the type of experience picked out by the other characterization. If 

this is the case, we cannot say that the two characterizations are a priori distinct. For 

the latter could be the same as or an essential component of the former. One way to 
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express this is that there is a gap in our characterization that needs to be filled out by 

the reference of the demonstrative. Before this reference is filled out the contents of 

the definitions are incomplete and we cannot pass any judgment about their a priori 

distinctness.  

 

One might argue that the above paragraph presupposes a substantive account of 

demonstratives. But this account is controversial. For example, those who follow 

Church in assuming that demonstratives have character, something like a Fregean 

sense, would disagree with this account. I do not think that what I say here depends 

on the dispute over demonstrative content. Like definite descriptions, demonstratives 

can be used in a referential or attributive sense. The ostensive definitions used here 

are intended as referential statements not attributive ones. So the referent of their 

demonstrative component figures in their content. This is independent of the dispute 

over demonstratives.  

 

Our interlocutor might insist here that my reply has missed the point. She might say:  

 

Consider the afterimage again. For all we know, it might have been that the 

afterimage would enlarge as we moved closer, or that it would remain constant as we 

rotated our head, and so on. We can easily conceive of situations in which this would 

be the case. In other words, we can easily conceive of situations in which afterimages 

stand in a dynamical unity relation with other aspects of our perceptual experience. 

Granted that afterimages do not have the phenomenology of objectivity, we should 

conclude that the relationship between dynamical unity and the phenomenology of 
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objectivity is a contingent fact about us. And this is independent of the fact that we 

have characterized these properties ostensively.   

 

I find the reasoning in the above paragraph problematic. The idea that we can 

conceive of afterimages that stand in the appropriate sort of dynamical unity relations 

with other aspects of our experience and yet lack the phenomenology of objectivity 

strikes me as implausible. This implies that we can conceive of afterimages that retain 

their non-objective phenomenology although we can change our perspective with 

respect to them, although we can move around them, although their apparent shapes 

changes as we do so, although their apparent size changes as we move closer to or 

away from them, and so on. It is not clear to me that such a scenario is conceivable. 

And if it is not, the idea that we can coherently conceive of the absence of the 

phenomenology of objectivity in the presence of dynamical unity is problematic.  

 

Claims of this sort are not uncommon in the history of philosophy. For example one 

of Berkeley’s famous arguments against abstract ideas is based on the claim that it is 

impossible for him to conceive of shape and color separately. Most commentators 

believe that what Berkeley means by this is that he cannot conceive of having a visual 

experience of a colored patch that does not have any shape and vice versa. It is 

plausible that there is a sense in which this claim is correct. In the same sense one 

could say that an experience as of a thing that is green and red all over is 

inconceivable, or that a tactile experience of something that has texture but no 

resistance to pressure is inconceivable.  
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Let us call the sense of conceivability/inconceivability that the above examples track 

phenomenal conceivability.46 We can say that visual experiences of color without 

shape are phenomenally inconceivable. There are many interesting questions that we 

can ask about phenomenal conceivability. For example one might ask if there is a 

connection between phenomenal inconceivability and a prioricity. Is there an a priori 

link between the concepts of color and shape that accounts for the phenomenal 

inconceivability of one without the other? Or one might ask if phenomenal 

conceivability somehow tracks the nature of our phenomenal experience or it tracks 

the nature of any possible phenomenal experience. Could there be subjects that can 

have experiences of color without shape?  

 

Answering the above questions is beyond the scope of this paper. For our purpose 

here it is sufficient to clarify that the sense of conceivability in question is 

phenomenal conceivability. And the nature of the modal claim should be understood 

accordingly. As a first approximation we can say that a phenomenal property P is 

necessary for a phenomenal property Q if and only if an experience that instantiates Q 

but not P is phenomenally inconceivable. The claim that dynamical unity is necessary 

for the phenomenology of objectivity should be understood accordingly.  

 

Conclusion 

                                                
46 Phenomenal conceivability falls under the broader category of positive conceivability. For 
a discussion of this sense of conceivability see Chalmers (2002).  
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This ends my defense of the objective unity thesis. I conclude that in the absence of 

countervailing evidence we should embrace the thesis that dynamical unity is a 

necessary condition for the phenomenology of objectivity.  
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Chapter 3 

Objectuality and Factuality 

 

The aim of this chapter is two-fold. First, it argues that the objectual unity structure of 

perceptual experience is necessary for the phenomenology of objectuality. Second, it 

argues that unity structure is necessary for the phenomenology of factuality. The first 

section characterizes the ideas of the phenomenology of objectuality and the objectual 

unity structure. The second section provides an argument in defense of the main thesis 

of the chapter. The third section defends the necessity of unity structure for the 

phenomenology of factuality.  

 

 

1. Objectual Unity Structure and the Phenomenology of Objectuality 

 

As a first approximation perceptual experience has the phenomenology of objectuality 

if and only if an object becomes phenomenally manifest in it. An object becomes 

phenomenally manifest in perceptual experience when it ‘shows up’ in phenomenal 

consciousness. By ‘object’ here I mean any spatio-temporal whole.47 Accordingly, I 

regard ordinary objects, shadows, melodies, and the world as objects.  

                                                
47 Note that I do not aim at providing a metaphysical definition of the notion of an object. The 
main question here is what are the conditions under which a spatio-temporal whole is 
presented as an object in phenomenal consciousness. You can replace what I say about 
objects with object*. Nothing substantive would change.  
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The idea of phenomenal manifestation could be further clarified by the following 

example. Consider the following picture (Figure 1). If you have not seen it before, the 

picture might strike you as a rather meaningless pattern of black marks on a white 

paper. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

However, if you investigate the picture for a while, you will probably realize that it is 

a picture of a Dalmatian dog. This realization is accompanied by a change in the way 

that you experience the figure; there is a change in your perceptual phenomenology. 

The dog suddenly pops up and everything changes. One thing that distinguishes your 

overall experience before and after seeing the dog is whether the dog was 

phenomenally manifest to you in your perceptual experience. Intuitively, before the 

change the dog was not showing up at the level of phenomenal consciousness. It did 

not have the marks of something that shows up in consciousness: you could not 

demonstratively identify it or even attend to it. Let us say that perceptual experience 
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has the phenomenology of objectuality if and only if some spatio-temporal whole is 

phenomenally manifest in it in the manner exemplified in the case of the Dalmatian 

dog.   

 

Two clarificatory points deserve mentioning. First, the manifestation of the dog is not 

a matter of recognizing that the picture is as of a dog. I might look at a weird-shaped 

object for a while, examine it from different directions and suddenly realize that it is a 

cell phone. The cell phone was phenomenally manifest to me before it was recognized 

as a cell phone. I saw it as an object, I could attend to it, and I could demonstratively 

identify it. What we are concerned with here is that a whole is phenomenally manifest 

to you. We are not concerned with whether the whole is recognized as what it is, 

although, admittedly the two phenomena might causally affect each other. 

 

Second, the idea of the phenomenal manifestation of an object could be understood in 

representational, direct-realist or sense datum ways. A representationalist would 

probably say that your experience did not represent a whole at the location of the dog 

before the change but it does so now. A direct realist would probably say that you 

were not perceptually open or related to the dog then but you are now. And a sense 

datum theorist would perhaps say that you were not related to the appropriate sense 

datum before the change, but you are now.  As I remarked in the earlier chapters I will 

stay neutral with respect to the debate among these parties. In so far as my 

dissertation is concerned the different views are translatable to each other with no 

loss. Let us thus turn to the idea of objectual unity.  

 



 88 

Objectual Unity:  

Let us say that two phenomenally conscious items are objectually unified when 

perceptual experience presents them as belonging to the same object.  

 

This idea could be illustrated in the case of the Dalmatian dog. After seeing the dog, 

certain previously separate elements in what your experience presents to you seem to 

belong to the same whole, or in short stand in the relation of objectual unity. We can 

define the objectual unity structure of perceptual experience as the structure that 

results from fixing its objectual unity relations.  

 

The Dalmatian dog illustrates a synchronic variant of objectual unity in visual 

experience. The relation however could obtain in other perceptual modalities and 

inter-modally. It could also be diachronic. Imagine listening to a complicated piece of 

counterpoint music, a three-voice fugue, say. Suppose when you first listen to the 

fugue, you only hear two melody lines, but on the second run you hear all the three 

melody lines. The individual notes that make up the third melody where present in 

your auditory experience even on the first hearing. But you did not experience them 

as forming a melody; you did not experience them as part of the same whole. This is 

an example of diachronic objectual unity.  

 

The objectual unity relation could also be understood in representationalist, direct 

realist and sense-datum ways. The representationalist would perhaps say that 

presenting unity is a matter of representing that certain aspects of the perceptual scene 

are unified with each other, the direct realist would perhaps say that it is a matter of 
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being related to something like a principle of unity in an object, and a sense datum 

theorist would regard it as a relation among various sensa. The term ‘presentation’ 

that I adopt here is supposed to be neutral with respect to these readings.  

 

The main aim of the next two sections is to argue that objectual unity is necessary for 

the phenomenology of objectivity. More precisely an object would not become 

phenomenally manifest in perceptual experience unless the various experiential 

elements that correspond to its spatial or temporal parts are objectually unified, where 

objectual unity is understood as an intrinsic unity among various elements in your 

experience of the object.  

 

 

 

2 The Argument 

 

We can argue for our thesis in the following manner: (1) In the case of the Dalmatian 

dog the phenomenal manifestation of the dog requires the appropriate objectual unity 

structure in the phenomenology of experience, (2) the conditions for manifestation of 

other wholes are sufficiently analogous to the case of the Dalmatian dog, (3) thus the 

phenomenal manifestation of any object requires objectual unity.  

 

I find the first premise very intuitive. Still we can say more in its support. First of all, 

the change in the phenomenology of objectivity in the case of the Dalmatian dog 

happens at the same time that the change in the objectual unity structure happens. 
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This of course is not conclusive evidence for our claim. But it could be further 

supported by noting that alternative explanations are implausible. For example, one 

might claim that the Dalmatian dog becomes manifest in virtue of a judgment or a 

belief, or in virtue of the representation of some other property like shape. Let us 

consider these alternatives.  

 

Can the manifestation of the dog be a matter of judgment or belief? Earlier I argued 

that the manifestation of the Dalmatian dog is not a matter of recognizing the dog. 

The reason for this was that we can conceive of a situation in which the dog, or some 

other object, becomes phenomenally manifest but is not recognized. In a similar vein 

we can conceive of the dog becoming manifest without any judgment or belief to the 

effect that it is a dog. It is a common fact of life that we see things that we do not 

recognize. So the idea that dog becomes manifest in virtue of the judgment that there 

is a dog there is implausible. Still one might argue that the judgment is that there is an 

object there. But even this version of the idea is implausible. For this would imply 

that the dog cannot become manifest to a subject who is incapable of forming such a 

belief. For example the dog will not become manifest to someone who lacks the 

concept ‘object’.   

 

The idea that the dog becomes manifest as a result of the representation of its shape 

cannot be sustained either. The reason is simple. We can easily conceive of situations 

in which a shape is phenomenally manifest to us but no whole that has the shape is 

phenomenally manifest. Imagine holding a sheet of paper with a triangle-shaped hole 

in its middle in front of your eyes and looking through the hole at a white wall behind 
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the sheet. In this case the triangular shape is phenomenally manifest to you, but no 

whole that has the shape is manifest to you. Let us thus turn to the second premise.   

 

In our particular example the object is not strictly speaking a dog; it is a picture of a 

dog. Moreover, the picture is gappy; it does not have spatial continuity. Lastly, the 

type of unity is synchronic. According to the second premise, however, the lesson 

from the Dalmatian dog can be generalized to perception of any whole, gappy or non-

gappy, and diachronic cases. Thus the persistent phenomenal manifestation of an 

object like a ball that is red all over requires synchronic and diachronic objectual 

unities.    

 

One might try to resist this premise by arguing that objectual unity is required only in 

cases where we are dealing with gappy-objects, like the Dalmatian dog or a melody. 

The given-ness of objects whose parts are spatio-temporally contiguous and 

sufficiently contrasted from their surroundings, however, does not require objectual 

unity. When I look at the moon at night, I do not need to unify the various visible 

parts of it in order to see it. The fact that its color is sufficiently different from its 

surrounding and that its various visible parts are contiguous with each other is 

sufficient for the phenomenal manifestation of the moon.  

 

The above idea maintains that spatio-temporal contiguity or contrast with the 

background is sufficient for the phenomenal manifestation of non-gappy objects. But 

this claim has counterexamples. The typical counterexamples are shifts in the figure-

ground organization of the visual scene. Figure 2 illustrates one case. 
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                                                            Figure 2 

 

There are two ways of seeing the above figure, each associated with a different 

phenomenology. When we switch from seeing the vase to seeing the faces the 

phenomenology of experience changes. Let us call these two phenomenologies the 

vase look and the face look. Under the vase look only one object is phenomenally 

manifest. The two face-shaped regions are not present as objects; they are presented 

as the background. Under the face look two objects are phenomenally manifest and 

the vase-shaped region is presented as the background. We should conclude that the 

switch from the vase look to the face look is partly a matter of a change in the number 

of objects that are phenomenally manifest. But neither the contrast nor the contiguity 

of the various elements in our experience changes as the switch happen. So the 

phenomenal manifestation of non-gappy objects requires more than contrast and 

contiguity.  

 

Finally, one might try to resist the second premise by sighting minima sensibilia as 

counter-examples. The idea of minima sensisbilia is a Humean one. Hume used this 

term to refer to the smallest atoms of impression, or in our language, experiences. 
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Minima sensibilia are thus, by definition indivisible and have no parts. It follows that 

the manifestation of minima sensibilia cannot require objectual unity among their 

parts because they do not have any parts.48  

 

Responding to this objection requires a clarificatory point. As our previous discussion 

indicates, we should distinguish between experiencing a spatio-temporal region filled 

with sensations that are juxtaposed to each other from experiencing a spatio-temporal 

region as an object. For example one can experience a portion of a red wall without 

experiencing it as an object. Now, this raises a question about minima sensibilia. Are 

minima sensibila minimal expanses of sensations that are not experienced as objects 

or they are experienced as objects. Obviously, the proponent of the above reply 

should maintain that minima sensibilia are not merely as expanses of sensations; they 

are experienced as objects. But this raises an important question. For, we can 

conceive of minimal expanses that are not experienced as object. So something must 

distinguish these minimal expanses from minima sensibilia. But it is not clear what 

can distinguish them. 

 

Our interlocutor might insist here that any minimal expanse will be experienced as an 

object. I think that this will lead to undesirable results. Suppose, for the sake of 

argument that the diameter of minima sensibilia 0.1 mm. Now let us imagine two red 

minima sensibilia A and B that are placed next to each other. Let us call represents the 

center of A and B by C and C’. Since the distance between C and C’ is 0.1, and any 

minimal expanse is experienced as an object, it follows that the expanse between C 

                                                
48 This objection was raised by Uriah Kriegel.  
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and C’ will be experienced as an object. But this will have two undesirable 

conclusions. First, we can say the same thing about any two pairs of points in A and B 

that are 0.1 apart. Since there infinitely many such points, it follows that we can 

experience infinitely many objects by placing two minima sensibilia next to each 

other. Second, since minima sensibilia are indivisible we should not have an object 

that is composed of their parts. But it follows from the above remarks that we do. I 

conclude that the idea that minima sensibilia are experienced as objects should be 

rejected. 49  

 

This ends my defense of the premises of the argument. I conclude that the idea that 

objectual unity is necessary for the phenomenology of objectuality has good intuitive 

support.  

 

3. The Phenomenology of Factuality 

 

Some philosophers have recently claimed that perceptual experience is a mode of 

encounter, presentation, or intentional directedness toward facts.50 The thrust of this 

claim seems to be that perceptual experience is not merely a presentation of objects or 

properties. Rather, it is a presentation of objects and properties in a particular 

structured manner. Properties are presented as instantiated by objects, or as it were, 

the predicates of objects. But one might wonder if this claim has any 

phenomenological import. Is there something that it is like to be presented with a fact 

                                                
49 Incidentally, I think there is good exegetical evidence that Hume regarded minima 
sensibilia as merely minimal expanses. He did not think that they are experienced as objects.   
50 McDowell (1994).   



 95 

that is different from being presented merely with objects and properties? One who 

gives a positive answer to this question holds that perceptual experience has the 

phenomenology of factuality.  

 

A related question is whether there is something that it is like to be presented with 

objective facts. One who answers this question positively thinks that there is 

something like being presented with objective facts that is different from the 

presentation of objects and properties or facts. In this section my aim is to defend a 

positive answer to this question by relying on the idea of unity structure. In this 

section my aim is to argue that the unity structure of perceptual experience is a 

necessary condition for the phenomenology of objective factuality.  

 

I shall start by distinguishing between two ways that an object can be given. To 

illustrate this distinction let us reconsider the example of the afterimage that was 

given in the previous chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                         Figure 3    
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I want to ask the reader to repeat what we did before. Focus on the black circle in the 

middle of the red rectangle and then shift your focus to the one on the left side. You 

will have the bluish green after-image. You are phenomenally conscious of a bluish 

green patch, which as we said, you do not experience as the color of the sheet of 

paper. Now, here is a question. Is there anything else in addition to the patch of color 

that you are conscious of in virtue of having this experience? I think the intuitive 

answer is negative. If there is a sense in which an object is given to you, this object is 

just the patch. In this experience, you are not phenomenally conscious of anything but 

the patch. 51  

Now compare this to a normal perceptual experience of an ordinary object. For example, 

imagine a ball with the same color of the after image in front of you. When you see a ball in 

this way you are conscious of the color of the ball. But you are also conscious of the ball as 

the unifier behind the color, although in a sense of the term you only see the color and not 

the ball. In this experience you are conscious of two things, namely, the ball and its color. 

Moreover, you are conscious of the color as the property of the ball.    

 

These two examples illustrate two ways in which experience present to you an object. We 

might call the sense in which experience present to you the after image the direct 

presentation of the object and the way in which the normal experience of a colored ball 

presents the ball to you, to use a Kantian term, a transcendent presentation of an object.  

 

                                                

51 I am intentionally ignoring the answer that you are also conscious of yourself. It would 

not make a difference to our case.  
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We can draw two important lessons from this. First, when your experience has only 

objectual unity, which is illustrated in the after image case, it only presents to you a 

direct object. When it has both objectual unity and dynamical unity it presents to you 

a transcendent object.  

 

Second, your experience would not present to you something as an objective property 

of something else, unless it presents the latter as a transcendent object. So the two 

components of unity structure, that is, objectual and dynamical unity are necessary 

conditions for presentation of sensory experiences as properties of objects. This is the 

intuitive force behind the idea that the unity structure is a necessary condition for the 

phenomenology of factuality.  

 

This idea is illustrated in Diagram 1. In this diagram S1, …, S5 stand for the color 

patches that make up your experience of the color of the ball.  

                    

 

                               S1 

                               S2                                                           

                               S3                                                    X (transcendental object =ball) 

                               S4 

                               S5  

 

                           Colored patches 

Diagram 1 
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How can our sensation of the color of the ball be experienced as its objective 

property? One intuitive answer is that the same feature that is responsible for the 

transcendental givenness of the ball in experience is also responsible for transforming 

our color experience to experiences of objective properties of an object. I think it is 

plausible to conclude that the unity structure of experience is a ncesary condition for 

the presentation of objective facts.  

 

 

Conclusion 

The previous chapter argued that the dynamical structure of perceptual experience is a 

necessary condition for the phenomenology of objectivity. In this chapter I defended 

two additional theses. First, that objectual unity structure is necessary for the 

phenomenology of objectuality. Second, that objectual and dynamical unities are 

necessary for the phenomenology of objective factuality. These three theses provide a 

novel framework for understanding the phenomenological conditions that are required 

for the presentation of an objective world that is seeming composed of facts. In the 

next part of the dissertation I establish a connection between the unity structure of 

experience and cognition. Of course much more could be said about this topic. I hope 

to further develop these ideas in future research.  
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Part II. Structuralism 

I’m looking at a cup of Turkish coffee set on the table in front of me. I have a visual 

experience of this cup. Are there any cognitive capacities involved in my act of 

perceiving the cup? More generally, does perception involve cognition? Historically 

there have been two opposing ways of answering this question. On traditional 

empiricist accounts of perception, my perception of the cup is a passive reception of 

sensations. On this view, all cognitive activities are posterior to perception. So these 

capacities play no constitutive role in perception. On the cognitivist account, by 

contrast, cognitive capacities are necessarily involved in perceptual experience, and 

play a constitutive role in it. So cognition is already involved in perceiving the world.  

 

The aim of this dissertation is to defend a cognitivist account of perception. I call this 

view Structuralism. According to structuralism some of the fundamental cognitive 

capacities that are involved in thinking are necessarily involved in perceptual 

experience. More specifically, the same compositional rules that are operative in 

thought are operative in perception. Perceptual experience on this view is thus a rule-

governed activity guided by the compositional rules of thought.  

 

In the first part of the dissertation I argued that perceptual experience has a unity 

structure and this unity structure is necessary for phenomenal presentation of objects 

as objective. My aim in the second part is two fold, first to argue that cognitive 

capacities are constitutively involved in perceptual experience, second to argue that 

the unity structure of experience is dependent on the deployment of some of the 

compositional capacities that are operative in thinking. 
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Chapter 4 

Advertisement for Structuralism  

 

As I mentioned before the main aim of this dissertation is to defend a cognitivist 

account of perceptual experience. I call this account structuralism. Structuralism is 

different from conceptualism, which is the orthodox cognitivist account of perception 

in current literature. On the conceptualist view conceptual capacities are constitutively 

involved in perceptual experience. This chapter explicates and motivates the 

structuralist account in contrast to conceptualism. §1 explains the conceptualist view 

and the motivation behind it. § 2 explains structuralism and compares its motivation 

with conceptualism. § 3 argues that the view fares better than conceptualism in 

handling the standard objections that target cognitivist accounts of perception. The 

three sections thus provide the initial motivation for adopting structuralism. The main 

argument for the view will be presented in the next chapter.  

 

Conceptualism was first introduced in McDowell (1994), and later developed in two 

different directions in Brewer (1999) and Noë (2004). The main thesis of 

conceptualism is that perceptual experience constitutively involves the deployment of 

conceptual capacities. I shall call this the conceptual constitution thesis. The second 

thesis of conceptualism, holds, roughly, that the content of perceptual experience is 

exhaustively conceptual, where conceptual content is the sort of content that could be 

had by belief states. More precisely, the content of a subject’s perceptual episode can 

be exhaustively expressed in terms of the conceptual capacities that a subject deploys 

during that episode. I shall call this the strong content thesis.  
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Like conceptualism, structuralism is a cognitivist view of perception. On this view 

cognitive capacities are constitutively involved in experience. But structuralism 

differs from conceptualism in two important respects. First, on this view the cognitive 

capacities that are constitutively involved in perceptual experience are only the 

compositional capacities that are involved in thought. Second, structuralism holds that 

perceptual experience includes non-cognitive elements. In other words, the content of 

a subject’s perceptual episode cannot be exhaustively expressed in terms of the 

cognitive capacities that are deployed in it. So the view is compatible with a view that 

is often called non-conceptualism in contemporary literature.   

 

 

1. Conceptualism 

I started this part with a partial characterization of the traditional empiricist account of 

perception. On this view, cognitive activities are posterior to perception. You first 

‘see’ the world, and then cognize it. Many contemporary theorists have taken this 

view as a starting point for thinking about perception. For example, in “Knowledge 

and the Flow of Information”, Dretske writes:  

 

“Information-processing models of mental activity tend to conflate perceptual and 

sensory phenomena on the one hand with the cognitive and conceptual phenomena on 

the other. Perception is concerned with the pickup and delivery of information, 

cognition with its utilization. But these, one is told, are merely different stages in a 

more or less continuous information-handling process. Recognition, identification and 

classification (cognitive activities) occur at every phase of the perceptual process. 
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Seeing and hearing are low-grade forms of knowing. … I think this is a confusion. It 

obscures the distinctive role of sensory experience in the entire cognitive process. 

(1981)” 

 

Why does the conceptualist adopt a view that, according to Dretske, is just a 

“confusion”? McDowell thinks that conceptualism should be adopted for two reasons. 

First, it provides a framework for explaining the intentionality of thought. In other 

words, it provides a framework for understanding how our thoughts can be of, about, 

or directed at the world. Second, conceptualism provides a framework for 

understanding the epistemic role of perceptual experience. It helps us understand how 

perceptual experience can establish a justificatory relation between the world and our 

thoughts. On McDowell’s view these two reasons are intimately related. For, he 

believes that our thoughts can be intentional only if they are ‘rationally answerable’ to 

the world. So we cannot explain the intentionality of thought unless we explain how 

the world, as presented in perception, can stand in justificatory relations with thought.  

 

McDowell’s central motivation for conceptualism is thus epistemic. He thinks that the 

only way to explain the epistemic role of perceptual experience is to adopt a 

conceptualist account. But why should one think so? McDowell appeals to a 

Sellarsian idea. Our thoughts and beliefs can stand in rational relations to each other; 

they can be reasons for each other, or provide justifications for each other. My 

thought that the two lines drawn on a sheet of paper are parallel can justify my other 

thoughts, say the thought that the two lines cannot intersect. But the world as depicted 

in science does not contain rational relations. Science depicts the world as a domain 

of brute causal relations. On the scientific picture, nothing in the world rationalizes or 
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justifies anything else. So we have two types of relations, namely rational and causal. 

We can use these relations to define two kinds of spaces, first, the space of reasons 

that contains elements that can stand in rational relations to each other, and second, 

the space of causes that contains elements that can stand in causal relations. Thoughts 

belong to the former space and the world, as described by science, belongs to the 

latter.  

 

In order to mediate the justificatory relation between thought and world, perception 

should present the world as belonging to the space of reasons, or as it were, bring the 

world into the space of reasons; otherwise thoughts would not be rationally 

answerable to the world. And in order to present the world as belonging to the space 

of reasons perceptual experience must have conceptual content, otherwise the relation 

between the world and thought would be described merely in causal terms. And a 

merely causal explanation provides, borrowing McDowell’s term, only exculpation. 

McDowell’s argument thus relies on the idea that only items with conceptual content 

can be reasons for thoughts or beliefs.  

 

McDowell thus borrows his main motivation from a Sellarsian idea. In Empiricism 

and the Philosophy of Mind Sellars argues that the idea that non-conceptual 

experience can provide reasons for beliefs is a myth.52 He calls this idea the myth of 

the given. According to McDowell one who accepts this idea should face the 

following inconsistent triad:  

 

                                                
52 See Sellars (1956) 
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I. Perceptual experience provides reasons for empirical beliefs.  

II. Perceptual experience is non-conceptual.  

III. Non-conceptual items cannot provide reasons for beliefs.  

 

McDowell’s solution is to reject II. Some coherentists like Davidson (1986) reject I. 

Others like Chalmers (2003) reject III by developing an account of acquaintance. And 

finally philosophers like Peacocke (1992, 2004) reject III by offering a rule-based 

account of reasons.  

 

 

What does the conceptualist mean by conceptual content? According to conceptualists 

like McDowell and Brewer, an item has conceptual content when it has content of the 

sort that could be had by propositional attitudes such as beliefs or thoughts. So, for 

McDowell and Brewer the idea of the myth of the given could be expressed in terms 

of the commitment to the following thesis:  

 

Propositional Content Thesis 

Only items with propositional content provide reasons for thoughts. 

 

What supports the propositional content thesis? Brewer (1999) presents the 

motivation in the following way. Perception directly provides reasons for beliefs 

about the world. But an item cannot provide reasons for beliefs unless (a) its content 

could figure in an argument for the belief. But that is possible only if (b) that item has 

propositional content.  
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McDowell also assumes that an item has conceptual content if and only if conceptual 

capacities are deployed in it. This idea, joined with the propositional content thesis, 

implies the following thesis:   

 

Concept Deployment Thesis 

Only items in which concepts are deployed provide reasons for thoughts.  

 

These issues require more clarification. Arguably, one could accept the propositional 

content thesis, or something similar to it, but reject the concept deployment thesis. In 

fact structuralism is committed to a view like this. I shall clarify this issue in the next 

section.   

 

This ends my discussion of the motivations for conceptualism. To summarize, the 

main motivation behind the view is epistemic. On this view, we cannot account for 

how perceptual experience provides reasons for thought unless we adopt a 

conceptualist account. The only other option is to adopt a coherentist view according 

to which experience does not provide reasons for thought. It is important to note that 

both the conceptualist and the coherentist presuppose a demanding account of 

reasons.  Roughly put, this account regards an item as a reason for a thought only if 

awareness of the item puts the subject of the thought in a position to see it as a reason. 

I shall elaborate this idea in detail in the next chapter.  
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2. Structuralism 

 

Structuralism shares its main motivational basis with conceptualism. On this view the 

idea that perception provides reasons for thought poses an epistemic challenge. Like 

the conceptualist, the structuralist finds a coherentist reaction to this challenge 

unappealing. Structuralism also shares its basic conception of reasons with the 

conceptualist. So it does not adopt a deflated conception of reasons in order to 

account for the epistemic role of perceptual experience. But structuralism holds that 

these considerations do not motivate a conceptualist view. More specifically, 

structuralism denies the concept deployment thesis.    

 

According to structuralism issues about the epistemic role of perceptual experience 

are intimately bound to issues about the acquisition of cognitive capacities. In the next 

two chapters I shall show that we can account for how perceptual experience provides 

reasons for the application of a cognitive capacity in thought if this cognitive capacity 

is acquired through perceptual experience. As a consequence, we can account for how 

perceptual experience provides reasons for the application of a conceptual capacity in 

thought when this conceptual capacity is acquired through perceptual experience. This 

is the main reason for rejecting the concept deployment thesis.  

 

The structuralist, however, holds that rejecting the concept deployment thesis dos not 

amount to rejecting the propositional content thesis. Let me clarify this. It is prime 

facie plausible that conceptual capacities should be distinguished from compositional 

capacities. The belief that snow is white does not merely involve the two concepts 
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snow and white; it also combines them according to a particular compositional rule. 

Thus it is quite plausible to assume that the propositional component of a belief 

involves two sorts of cognitive capacities, namely, conceptual and compositional.  

 

If the above observation is plausible, then there is room in the conceptual space for a 

view according to which compositional capacities are deployed in perceptual 

experience, but conceptual capacities are not. And if the deployment of compositional 

capacities is sufficient for the ascription of propositional content to perceptual 

experience then perceptual experience can have propositional content without any 

conceptual involvement. One who accepts this view could thus accept the 

propositional content thesis without accepting the concept deployment thesis. Now, 

one might deny that the deployment of compositional capacities is sufficient for 

propositional content. I do not think that this position could be sustained. But at this 

point this issue does not matter for our purpose. Let us say that if compositional 

capacities are deployed in experience, then experience has some compositional 

structure. Structuralism thus accepts the following thesis:  

 

The compositional structure thesis   

Only items with compositional structure can provide reasons for beliefs.  

 

The compositional structure thesis will be extensively defended in the sixth chapter of 

the dissertation. Joined with the idea that perceptual experience provides reasons for 

thought, this thesis implies the first tenet of structuralism according to which some 

compositional capacities that are involved in thoughts are constitutively deployed in 
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experience. The second tenet of structuralism is that the unity structure of perceptual 

experience is the conscious manifestation of the deployment of these conceptual 

capacities. This thesis is also defended in the sixth chapter of the dissertation.  

 

I believe that the two tenets of structuralism capture some important insights that are 

operative in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Of course, defending this claim requires 

extensive exegetical work that is beyond the scope of this work. But I think one could 

do this. Making the case that Kant held something like the first tent should be 

relatively easy. On Kant’s view perceptual experience is not merely a passive 

reception of sensations or data; the mind actively structures and organizes these 

sensations. Perceptual experience is thus partly the result of synthetic activities. The 

synthetic activities that are constitutive of perceptual experience are based on certain 

rules, and these rules are the same compositional rules that are used in thought. The 

case for the second tenet is harder. It requires two further assumptions. First, the 

subject is implicitly conscious of the rules that guide these synthetic activities. 

Second, the conscious manifestation of the subject’s awareness is the unity structure 

of perceptual experience. I believe that one could defend the claim that Kant was 

committed to these assumptions, and hope to do so in future. 53  

 

                                                
53 A promising way to do this would be to defend the claim that Kant was committed to 
something like the isomorphism thesis that was defended in the previous chapter. One might 
do this by relying on two of Kant’s claims. In the Schematism of the Pure Concept of 
Understanding Kant argues that there is a homogeneity between the categories and 
experience. Also, in the Metaphysical Deduction of the Categories he argues that the table of 
categories can be derived from the table of judgments. These two insights, with the aid of a 
few simplifying assumptions, imply that there is a structural analogy between thought and 
experience.  
 



 109 

This finishes my expose of structuralism. The view is a cognitivist view that shares 

some of its motivational basis with conceptualism. I believe this account of perceptual 

experience has long roots in the historical tradition. But for reasons that will be 

discussed in detail in the next section, cognitivist views have been looked at with 

suspicion by many philosophers. In short, many have found cognitivist accounts of 

perceptual experience undesirable. It is to this issue that I shall turn in the next 

section.   

 

 

3. Structuralism and the standard objections to Conceptualism 

The attractive feature of cognitive accounts of perceptual experience is that they can 

make sense of the epistemic role of perceptual experience. But many philosophers are 

hesitant to embrace such accounts. This is partly due to the fact that many think that 

the orthodox version of the view, namely conceptualism, has many unpalatable 

consequences. Put roughly, the view cannot account for the richness of perceptual 

experience, it is incompatible with the intuition that most of our conceptual capacities 

are acquired through perceptual experience, and it is too intellectualist. This section 

reviews the standard objections to conceptualism and shows that they are not effective 

against structuralism. Since structuralism shares the epistemic advantages of 

conceptualism but lacks its problems, we have a good reason to embrace it.    

 

3.1 The Richness Problem 

One standard objection to conceptualism is based on the observation that perceptual 

content is often much more fine-grained than the conceptual resources that are 
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available to normal subjects.  For example, phenomenological and behavioral 

evidence shows that we can experience a great variety of shades of blue. But most of 

us, perhaps excluding some painters, lack the concepts for all these shades. So it 

seems that conceptualism is incompatible with this simple fact of experience.  I shall 

refer to this as the richness problem.54   

 

McDowell reacts to the richness problem by appealing to demonstrative concepts. 

The basic idea is that the concepts that are involved in perceptual experience are 

short-lived demonstrative concepts. On this view one does not need to have the 

concept of blue to have experiences of blue; the concept ‘that shade’ would do the 

job. It is important to note that this proposal works only in the context of particular 

account of the nature of perceptual content. On this account the referents of 

demonstratives enter the content of experience. Let me illustrate this with an example. 

Suppose you have two successive visual experiences. The first experience is of a blue 

circle and the second a red one. On McDowell’s proposal both contents can be 

expressed by a phrase like: “That shape has that shade”. So one might wonder how 

this account captures the simple fact that the two circles have different colors. The 

reply is that the colors of the circles enter the content of experience. So the contents 

are different, and this difference does not show up before we fill in the referent of the 

demonstrative.55  

 

                                                
54 See Kelly (2001), Heck(2000) and Smith (2002) 
55 Burge (1991) defends this account.  
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The above observation raises an immediate problem for McDowell’s proposal. For, it 

seems that adopting the above account of perceptual experience would eliminate the 

need for demonstrative concepts; pure demonstratives could do the job. For example, 

the contents of the visual experiences of the two circles could be described by a 

sentence like: “that is that”, where the first ‘that’ picks the circle and the second one 

the color. So the demonstrative concepts proposal seems to place us on a slippery 

slope. Either we move down the slope and embrace a pure demonstrative account, or 

we move up and embrace a non-demonstrative conceptual account. In the former case 

concepts drop out of the picture, and in the latter case we have to face the richness 

problem. Of course this is not a conclusive objection to McDowell’s proposal. But it 

shows that the view faces a serious challenge.56       

 

As I said before, an important difference between structuralism and conceptualism is 

that structuralism rejects the strong content thesis, and thus allows for non-conceptual 

content. On this view only the unity structure of perceptual experience is dependent 

on cognitive capacities. The upshot is that the inventory of cognitive capacities that 

are required for perceptual experience need not be as rich as the content of perceptual 

experience. So the richness objection does not target structuralism.  

 

3.2 The Priority Problem 

                                                
56 McDowell’s proposal has also been criticized on the ground that his demonstrative 
concepts cannot be properly called concepts. For example, Smith (2002) argues that concepts 
can act like surrogates: one should be able to employ them even in the absence of current 
stimulus. It is not clear how demonstrative concepts could satisfy this demand.  
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The second objection to conceptualism is that since concepts are acquired from 

perceptual experience, they cannot be preconditions for it.57 But it seems that on the 

conceptualist account a subject must be in possession of conceptual capacities before 

experience. For short, perceptual experience is prior to acquisition of conceptual 

capacities, and this conflicts with conceptualism. Let us call this the priority 

problem.58 

 

McDowell reacts to this problem by denying that on the conceptualist account a 

subject must be in possession of concepts before having perceptual experience. He 

holds that demonstrative concepts are coeval with experience. For, we cannot be in 

possession of these concepts before experience; experience has to fill in the content of 

the demonstrative component.    

 

It is not clear how McDowell’s idea that demonstrative concepts are coeval with 

experience could completely solve the priority problem. For, demonstrative concepts 

have a non-demonstrative conceptual component, and the priority problem arises for 

this component. We cannot have the concept ‘that shade’ without having the concept 

‘shade’. And if this concept is acquired through experience it cannot be presupposed 

by experience. So the priority problem arises for the concept ‘shade’.    
                                                
57 This idea originates in the empiricist literature. Empiricists disagreed about the exact 
mechanism for concept acquisition. Some like Locke held that concepts, or to use his 
terminology, general ideas, are acquired through the application of the faculty of abstraction 
to the deliverances of perceptual experience. Others like Berkeley or Hume denied that the 
existence of the faculty of abstraction. Berkeley seems to have a selective attention account, 
and Hume combines this idea with some associationist principles. But all these empiricists 
agree that the acquisition of concepts is a post-perceptual affair. That is, we first experience 
the world, and then form concepts, whatever the mechanism might be. 
 
58 Smith (2002), Campbell (2002), and Heck () raise this objection.   
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Structuralism is immune to the priority problem. For on this view the cognitive 

capacities that are required for perceptual experience are the compositional capacities 

that are used in thinking. And it is plausible to hold that these capacities are not 

acquired through experience. It is of course beyond the scope of this work to defend 

this claim. But there is already a growing body of literature in its support.59    

 

3.3 Intellectualism 

Intellectualism is perhaps the most well known objection that has been raised against 

cognitivist accounts of perceptual experience. According to this objection, 

cognitivism restricts perceptual experience to subjects with highly sophisticated 

cognitive abilities namely, adult human subjects. Those who raise this objection 

against the conceptualist version of the view often adopt a demanding set of criteria 

for concept possession. On these views concept possession requires all or some of a 

set of cognitive abilities such as language, the ability to form conceptions of the self, 

the ability to distinguish appearance from reality, and so on. And since animals and 

very young children do not possess such cognitive abilities, they do not have 

concepts. And if conceptualism were true, they would not have perceptual experience 

either. But this would be very counterintuitive; it would fly in the face of common 

practice of attributing experience to children and animals; so conceptualism is 

problematic.60   

 

                                                
59 See Chomsky (1967, 1975, 1988) and Pinker (1994). 
60 See Evans (1982), Smith (2002), and Campbell (2002).  



 114 

Conceptualists have reacted to the intellectualism charge in two different ways. Some 

bite the bullet and accept the implication that most animals and even human infants 

do not possess experience.61 McDowell chooses this route. He holds that infants and 

animals do not have experiences; they only have ‘sensibilities’. Although McDowell 

has a rather elaborate account of the difference between experience and sensibility, he 

leaves a simple question unanswered: do animals and infants have sensory 

experiences? Do they have sensations of colors, sounds and smells? It is very 

counterintuitive to deny such experiences to these creatures. And it is not clear how 

the difference between sensibility and perceptual experience can render this idea more 

palatable.   

 

A second reaction is to show, in some way or the other, that animals and infants 

posses conceptual capacities. This has taken the form of one, or a combination, of the 

two following strategies. The first strategy is deflationary. Those who adopt this 

strategy try to lower the criteria for concept possession, so that we can allow them to 

animals and young children.62 The second is inflationary. Those who adopt this 

strategy draw on a body of cognitive science data that suggests that animals and 

children possess a sophisticated internal system of representation and can thus satisfy 

a demanding set of criteria for concept possession.63 So this strategy inflates the 

capacities of animals and children to allow concepts to them. The appeal of these 

strategies is that, if successful, they would allow perceptual experience to animals and 

                                                
61 Some interpretations of Heidegger attribute such a view to him. Caruthers (1996) also 
defends this view.  
62 Noë (2004) chooses this option.  
63 Bermudez (2003) reviews the cognitive science literature on this topic.  
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children. I believe, however, that these strategies have to face difficult challenges. In 

what follows I shall say more about these challenges. This will help us see why 

structuralism is a more attractive option.  

 

Let us start with the deflationary strategy. The challenge for this strategy is that it has 

to satisfy two demands at the same time. On the one hand we need to deflate the 

criteria for concept possession in a way that we can say that animals and young 

children possess a large inventory of conceptual capacities. On the other hand we 

need to keep the criteria stringent enough so that we can still hold that such capacities 

can do the epistemic work that the conceptualist envisions. I believe that satisfying 

the first demand conflicts with satisfying the second; when we deflate the criteria for 

concept possession, we loose the connection between thought and experience. I shall 

call this the disconnection problem. What follows explains this problem in more 

detail.  

 

The most common deflationary account of concepts reduces them to recognitional 

capacities that function in a sufficiently wide range of contexts. For example, an 

animal whose behavior indicates that it can recognize bananas in a wide range of 

contexts can be regarded as a possessor of the concept banana. Now, many might 

disagree with the claim that a mere recognitional capacity is sufficient for concept 

possession. But in my view this is a terminological issue. The more significant 

question is whether this deflated notion of concept can do the epistemic work that the 

conceptualist demands. I believe the answer is negative. Let me elaborate this idea 

with an example.  
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John is a medical students who has just started his internship. He has a large 

theoretical body of knowledge about various kinds of disease. For example, he knows 

the pathology, the etiology, the differential diagnosis, and the treatment of psoriasis. 

But he has never seen a patient with psoriasis. On his first day at the dermatology 

ward he shows up early and examines several patients who are admitted to the ward. 

A few of these patients have typical psoriatic skin lesions. John realizes that these 

patients have the same type of lesion. So he has a type-demonstrative concept of the 

lesion and a recognitional ability that is associated with it. However, he fails to 

recognize the lesions as a psoriatic lesion. As a result his type-demonstrative concept 

of the lesion fails to connect to his stored body of information about psoriasis. For 

example, he knows that psoriasis is an autoimmune disorder. But he cannot conclude 

that the observed lesions are indicative of an autoimmune disorder. The general lesson 

to draw from this example is that a mere recognitional capacity cannot do the 

epistemic work that the conceptualist envisions. It does not matter whether we call 

these recognitional capacities conceptual or not. What matters is that they fail to 

“bring the world into the space of reasons”.  

 

Let me thus turn to the inflationary strategy. Those who adopt this strategy maintain 

that the kind of capacities that can be ascribed to animals are much more sophisticated 

than mere recognitional capacities. This view is supported by some recent empirical 

studies on animal cognition. The most famous of these are the studies conducted on 
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food caching behavior in certain species of birds.64 Such studies have shown that 

some birds can not only recognize various qualities of food, but these recognitional 

capacities are connected to an intricate representational system that carries 

information about the perishability of the food, its location, time of caching and the 

behavior of other birds. This type of capacity is evidently not just a recognitional 

capacity. Could these studies help the conceptualist?  

 

I believe the answer to the above question is negative. We can see why if we compare 

the deflationary strategy with the inflationary strategy. One advantage of the 

inflationary strategy is that it allows many concepts to animals. On the deflationary 

strategy, the repertoire of conceptual capacities that an animal has is as big as the 

repertoire of its recognitional capacities. And intuitively we want to say that the 

repertoire of the sensory experiences that an animal can have is as big as the 

repertoire of its recognitional capacities. So the deflationist strategy, if successful, 

would account for the intuition that animals are capable of having a host of sensory 

experiences. But on the inflationary strategy the repertoire of conceptual capacities 

that we can ascribe to animals seems to be much smaller than the repertoire of their 

recognitional capacities, and as a result much smaller than the repertoire of the 

sensory experiences that we intuitively ascribe to them. I call this problem the poverty 

problem. 

 

Of course, the conceptualist might reply that this is an empirical claim, and future 

empirical studies might show that an animal’s sophisticated conceptual capacities is 

                                                
64 See Clayton, Bussey, & Dickinson (2003) and Emery, Dally, & Clayton (2004). 
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as rich as its recognitional capacities. But intuitively it seems unlikely that empirical 

studies would support this claim. Most of these studies that have so far been 

conducted indicate sophisticated capacities associated with environmental features 

that are of utmost significance for the survival of animals. But intuitively animals can 

recognize much more than what is required for their survival. A dog can hear sharp C. 

But it does not need to do so to survive. I conclude, provisionally, that intellectualism 

still poses an important challenge for conceptualism. I believe though that 

structuralism has less difficulty in dealing with this problem. I shall turn to this issue 

in what follows.   

 

The central thesis of structuralism is that the same compositional capacities that are 

involved in thinking are also involved in perceptual experience. Such compositional 

capacities are forms of know how. They enable their possessors to organize their 

representational system into complex chunks whose inferential relations are sensitive 

to their compositional structure. Can we allow such capacities to animals? A 

satisfactory answer to this question requires empirical investigation.65 But two 

theoretical reasons suggest that structuralism is in a much better position than 

conceptualism in this respect.  

 

Evidently, we cannot ascribe compositional abilities to animals if we have highly 

demanding accounts of the requirements for these abilities. For example, if we 

assume that only creatures that possess a language with a subject-predicate structure 

                                                
65 The same body of research that grounds the inflationary strategy supports the idea that 
many animals possess structured representations, and engage in implicit inferences that are 
sensitive to this structure.  
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are in possession of the corresponding compositional capacities we will not be able to 

allow such capacities to animals. So any such account should be to some degree 

deflationary.  

 

But the deflationary strategy in this case does not face the disconnection problem. The 

reason is as follows. First, to be guided or directed by a rule one need not have the 

concept of the rule. One can be capable of forming a subject-predicate thought 

without having the concept of a subject-predicate thought. So ascription of a 

compositional capacity to a creature, human or animal, does not require a very 

sophisticated conceptual system. Second, such capacity could be identified 

functionally, where the function is defined in terms of the compositional structure that 

the rule-based activity imposes on the creatures representational system. Third, as I 

argued earlier, the objectual unity structure of experience is isomorphic to the 

structure of predicative thought. So if animals have experiences with objectual unity 

structure they can be regarded as possessing the corresponding compositional 

capacities. So the intellectualism problem does not arise for structuralism.  

 

This ends my discussion of the standard objections to cognitivist accounts of 

perceptual experience. To summarize, in this section I discussed three standard 

objections namely, richness, priority, and intellectualism. I argued that these 

objections pose serious challenges for conceptualism. Structuralism, however, seems 

to be immune to these challenges.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter my main aim was to achieve two goals: to explicate and motivate 

structuralism. I did so by contrasting the view with conceptualism. Structuralism 

shares with conceptualism the idea that perceptual experience is basically a way in 

which we bring the world into the space of reason. It also shares with conceptualism 

the idea that this requires an account of perception according to which some cognitive 

capacities are constitutively involved in perceptual experience. The view, however, 

imposes less stringent conditions on membership in the space of reasons. Put roughly, 

it is in virtue of the way that compositional activities organize and structure 

experience that experience enters the space of reasons. So the only cognitive 

capacities that are involved in perceptual experience are the compositional capacities 

that are involved in thought. In the following chapter I shall give an epistemic 

argument for this view.  
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Chapter 5 

In Defense of Perceptual Rationalism 

 

As I indicated before, my defense of structuralism is epistemic. It holds that the view 

should be embraced to provide a satisfactory account of the epistemic role of 

perceptual experience. In short, it is needed to account for how perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for perceptual beliefs. Roughly put, an item provides a strong 

reason for a belief only if the subject of the belief would rationally regard it as a 

reason for the belief. I shall refer to the view that perceptual experience provides 

strong reasons for beliefs as perceptual rationalism. The primary aim of this chapter is 

to defend perceptual rationalism. In the course of doing so I shall also discuss two 

different views that account for perceptual rationalism and discuss some of the 

upshots of embracing these views.    

 

The chapter has three sections. § 1 explicates perceptual rationalism and offers two 

different class of views that can account for it. The first class of consists of 

conceptualist views according to which perceptual experience has conceptual content. 

The second class consists of rule-based views. According to these views the 

transitions from perceptual experience to perceptual beliefs are guided by rules that 

we are entitled to. This entitlement is further explicated in terms of conditions for 

concept possession. The upshot of this section is that these two classes of views are 

the only views that can account for how perceptual experience provides strong 

reasons for perceptual beliefs. 
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The above conclusion will not be of much use if we cannot show that perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for beliefs. Arguing that it does is the task of § 2. 

The argument for the claim is based on a simple insight. Our everyday discourse 

regards the deliverances of perceptual experience as reasons for our beliefs and this 

discourse seems to be a rationally grounded discourse. I argue that the only plausible 

explanation for this rational status is that perceptual experience provides strong 

reasons for beliefs. My strategy is to show that non-rationalist views of perceptual 

experience cannot account for this simple fact.     

 

If the argument for perceptual rationalism is successful then we should accept that 

perceptual experience provides strong reasons for perceptual beliefs. Moreover, since 

the only views that can account for this are the conceptualist and the rule-based views, 

we have to accept one of these views.  

 

Two preliminaries before we move on are in order. As I am using the term, our 

intuitions about the notion of reason should be guided by our intuitions about the 

notion of justification. So in most cases where we intuitively find an item as a justifier 

for a belief we should also judge it to be a reason for the belief and vice versa. There 

is, however, an important exception to this rule because the notion of reason is 

different from the notion of justification in an important respect. P could be a reason 

for Q even if P is not justified, but intuitively P cannot be a justifier of Q without 

itself being justified. In a similar manner, P could be a reason for Q even if P is 

systematically false. This, I believe, is the main difference between reason discourse 
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and justification discourse. An upshot will be that holding that perceptual experience 

provides reasons for beliefs does not commit us to the thesis that such beliefs are 

justified. This takes us to our last preliminary point.  

 

This dissertation is shaped by the project of making sense of the claim that we 

rationally recognize perceptual experience as a reason for perceptual beliefs. One 

might wonder here that this claim betrays ignorance of a long tradition of Cartesian 

skepticism that calls the trustworthiness of our perceptual experience into question. 

Any attempt at vindication should first reject skepticism, and the prospects of this 

seem, as shown by our repeated failures, not very promising. The above point shows 

that this worry is groundless. If the skeptic is right, then perceptual content is 

systematically false or unjustified. But the content of perceptual experience could still 

be a reason for perceptual beliefs. To repeat what I said in the introduction to this 

dissertation, one of the questions that shapes our project is a question that arises 

before the question of skepticism. It is about knowing what perceptual experience is 

telling us, or in the terminology of this chapter, it is about knowing what beliefs 

perceptual experience provides reasons for. It is not about whether perceptual 

experience is telling us the truth.  
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1. Perceptual Rationalism 

 

What’s the relationship between perceptual experience and our beliefs about the 

external world? Evidently perceptual experience often causes such beliefs. At the 

moment I believe that the radio is playing Bob Dylan’s “Hurricane”, that I am in a 

coffee shop, that a kid is writing on her cookie at the next table, and so on. Intuitively 

these beliefs are caused by what I perceptually experience; they are caused by what I 

hear, by what I smell, by what I see etc. But the relationship between what I perceive 

and what I believe is not merely causal. It is prima facie plausible that my perceptual 

experience not only causes these beliefs but also provides rational ground for them.  

 

How shall we understand the idea that perceptual experience provides rational 

grounds for beliefs? Different theorists provide different analyses of this notion. I 

believe, however, that there may not be a univocal sense of the relation of rational 

grounding that would render one of these accounts correct and others incorrect. We 

can start by distinguishing among these senses. The important question is which sense 

perceptual experience provides rational ground for beliefs. Again, there may not be a 

univocal answer to this question. It is possible that perceptual experience provides 

rational grounds in both sense 1 and sense 3. So the claim that perceptual experience 

provides rational grounds for perceptual beliefs in one sense does not exclude that it 

also does so in other senses. I think perceptual experience provides rational grounding 

for perceptual beliefs in the rationalist sense. I shall defend this claim in the next 

section. Here, I want to motivate the rationalist conception of perceptual experience, 
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explain what I mean by strong reasons and show that two types of views can account 

for it. 

 

1.1 Rationalist accounts of perception 

A rationalist account of rational grounds is an account that accepts the following 

generic formula. I call it the RR thesis:  

 

RR thesis 

An item K provides a rational ground for the belief B only if the subject of the belief 

would rationally regard K as a rational ground for B under reflection.66  

 

Whether your account of rational grounds is rationalist or not depends on whether you 

accept the RR thesis for your particular way of understanding rational grounds. For 

example, if you think the notion of rational ground should be understood in terms of 

justification, and you reject the JJ thesis, then your view is not rationalist.67 Many 

existing accounts of rational grounds are non-rationalist. Reliablism is perhaps the 

most famous one. It is harder to find a view that explicitly endorses the rationalist 

thesis. But as a first approximation we can regard McDowell (1991) and Brewer 

(1999) as endorsing rationalist accounts. 

 

As I said before, I think perceptual experience provides rational ground for beliefs in 

the rationalist sense. In order to avoid confusion I shall state this thesis by saying that 

                                                
66 This thesis will be further clarified shortly. 
67 According to the JJ thesis an item K justifies the belief B only if it justifies the belief that K 
justifies B.  
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perceptual experience provides strong reasons for perceptual beliefs. Here are some 

important definitions: 

 

Direct strong reason 

K provides a strong reason for a belief B iff the subject of the belief would rationally 

and primitively regard K as a reason for B under reflection. 

 

Direct strong transition 

A transition K  B is a direct strong transition iff K is a direct strong reason for B. 

 

Strong transition 

A transition K  B is a strong transition iff there is a series of transitions of the form 

KR, RD,…, ZB  that starts with K and ends in B and each step in the transition 

is a direct strong transition. 

 

Strong reason 

K is a strong reason for B iff there is a strong transition from K to B. 

 

Obviously the key notion is the notion of direct strong reason. So let me clarify it 

further. By ‘rationally and primitively regarding K as a reason for B under reflection’ 

I mean that (1) given the relevant sort of capacities the subject would answer 

questions such as “Is this a good reason to believe P?” positively, (2) she does not do 

so because another belief gives her reason to believe that K is a reason for B. (3) she 

goes about answering these questions by mere reflection, and (4) she goes about 
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answering these questions in accordance with the demands of rationality. Let me say 

more about each condition.  

 

To be able to answer questions about the credentials of an item as a reason one needs 

to have the relevant capacities. Central among such capacities is the capacity to 

recognize an item as a reason for a belief. As we will see shortly a substantive 

explication of this idea can be given in terms of possession of conceptual capacities 

and relations among contents. As a provisional characterization though, let us assume 

that a subject can recognize an item as a reason for a belief when the subject 

recognizes the relation between the item and the belief as the type of relation that 

obtains in paradigm cases of reason relations, e.g., relations of logical entailment and 

probablification. So recognizing a relation as a reason relation consists in placing it 

within a class that is characterized by paradigm cases of reason relations. This is a 

deflated capacity that a subject who lacks sophisticated linguistic capacities can be in 

possession of.   

 

By ‘relying merely on reflection’ I mean that in her evaluation of the rational 

credentials of an item the subject accepts as evidence only the experience in question, 

the reasonable beliefs that she has acquired prior to this experience, the contents of 

her memory, and finally whatever she can reasonably conclude from these. Some 

forms of reliance on memory and prior beliefs will be ruled out because of the 

primitiveness condition.  
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Another option that the primitiveness condition rules out is that the subject does not 

believe that K is a reason for B because of reasons such that it is a good default 

position to regard perceptual experience as a reason for beliefs that it causes. The 

above conditions also rule out the possibility that a subject might go about evaluating 

the rational credentials of a belief by gathering more information through perceptual 

experience, or action. So on the rationalist conception the subject must be able to 

evaluate the rational credentials of perceptual experience as a reason for beliefs in, as 

it were, an armchair manner.   

   

Finally, the evaluation of the rational credentials of the item should be undertaken 

under the requirements of rationality. For example, rationality requires that subjects 

do not consciously form contradicting beliefs, do not form beliefs in cases where they 

see no reasons to form them, and do not form beliefs based on evidence that from 

their point of view is not reasonable.  

 

I shall say more about how all these conditions can be satisfied in the course of 

discussing views that satisfy them. The views as I said before are the conceptualist 

and the rule based views. § 1.2 and §1.3 are devoted to each respectively. For our 

purposes now, I think I have said enough to give the reader a rather clear idea about 

the rationalist position. The discussion focuses on direct strong reasons. For 

presentation matters I shall drop the qualifier ‘direct’. So talk about strong reasons 

should be taken as talk about direct strong reasons unless otherwise indicated.  

 

1.2 Conceptualism 
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A simple feature of the notion of strong reason is that it is a reflexive notion. By this I 

mean that any item that has content is a strong reason for items that have the same 

content. For example the belief grass is green is a strong reason for the belief that 

grass is green. In short, transitions of the form CC are direct strong transitions. It is 

easy to see that these transitions satisfy the conditions that were specified in the 

definition of strong reasons. A rational subject who has a minimal understanding of 

the concept of reason would primitively regard C as a reason for C under reflection. I 

think it is plausible to say that a subject that does not find C as reason for C is either 

irrational or does not possess the concept ‘reason’. In other words finding such 

transitions rational is one of the possession conditions for the concept ‘reason’. So it 

is clear the strong reasons are reflexive.  

 

Conceptualism exploits the reflexivity of strong reasons. On this view perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for beliefs because it has conceptual content. To 

say that perceptual experience has conceptual content means that in having the 

experience one is conceptually aware of what one is presented with. A perceptual 

state on the conceptualist view is thus a belief-like state. The state provides strong 

reasons for the beliefs that duplicate its content. For example, my perceptual 

experience of a red van has the content ‘that is red’. Since any item with a content 

provides strong reasons for items with the same content, my perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for the belief ‘that is red’. 

 

Conceptualism comes in two forms. I shall call them one component and two 

component forms of conceptualism. What we discussed in the previous chapter was 
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the one-component version. The one-component version of conceptualism about 

holds that sensory experiences are states with conceptual content. For example, a 

typical perceptual experience of red is a state with a conceptual content like ‘that is 

red’, which also instantiates the phenomenal property redp. The experience of red and 

the state with the conceptual content are the same states. 68 You can say that the 

experience is the phenomenal manifestation of the conceptual content. On this view, 

perceptual experience only has one component. Recent advocates of conceptualism 

like McDowell and Brewer are one-component conceptualists. 

 

On the two-component version of the view, in contrast the state with the conceptual 

content and the state that instantiates the phenomenal property are two distinct states. 

On this view perceptual experience often has two components. For example, your 

experience of red often consists of a belief-like state with the propositional content 

‘that is red’ and a separate sensory state that instantiates the phenomenal property 

redp. Since the two states are metaphysically distinct, one of them can be instantiated 

without the other. For example, a subject can experience red without instantiating the 

belief ‘that is red’. The two-component view has been attributed to Reid and Sellars.69 

 

                                                
68 The one-component view could also be divided into two versions. The first version would 
regard the property of instantiating the property redp and the property of instantiating the 
content as the same properties. The second version would differentiate the properties. This 
distinction is not significant for our discussion.  
69 See Siegel (2005) 
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At least on the face of it, both versions of conceptualism seem to provide a good 

explanation for how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs.70 Let 

us thus turn to rule based views.  

 

1.3 Rule based views 

Suppose you believe 1, 2 and as a result 3.  

1. Sam is thirsty. 

2. Sam is my brother. 

----------------------- 

3. My brother is thirsty 

 

Intuitively, you would find the conjunction of 1 and 2 as a reason for 3.  And you do 

so in a primitive way, under reflection. In other words, the conjunction of 1 and 2 is a 

direct strong reason for 3. One way that we can explain this is by noting that the 

transition happens in conformity to the following rule:  

x is p.  

x=y 

------ 

y is p.  

 

So you regard the transition from 1 and 2 to 3 a strong transition because (a) you 

regard the above rule as expressing a strong transition and (b) in moving from 1 and 2 

to 3 you are following the rule.  
                                                
70 I shall argue in the last chapter that the two-component version does not provide a 
satisfactory account. The issue is not significant for our purpose here though.  
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The above explanation exemplifies the strategy of rule-based accounts. Rule-based 

accounts explain strong transitions in terms of conformity to rational rules.71 What 

determines the class of rational rules? Here, one strategy is to appeal to possession 

conditions for concepts. For example, one could say that finding the above rule 

rational is one of the possession conditions for the concept of identity. Any rational 

agent who understands the relation of identity, should accept that it commends 

substitution. If you are rational but do not find the above rule rational then you do not 

understand what identity means. Here is another example:  

 

4. Sam is a bachelor. 

------------------------ 

5. Sam is unmarried.  

 

If you are in possession of the concept bachelor you would find 4 as a reason for 5. 

And this is so because your possession of the concept bachelor entitles you to the 

following rule:  

 

x is a bachelor.  

-------------------- 

 x is unmarried.  

 

                                                
71 We can even regard conceptualism as a form of rule-based account. This will not be 
important for our purposes.  
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In general, we can say that possession of concepts is sufficient for finding certain 

rules primitively rational. So the concepts that a rational agent possesses determine 

the class of rules that she finds herrself entitled to.72 

 

In order to apply this strategy to the problem of how perceptual experience provides 

strong reasons for beliefs the proponent of the rule-based view needs to show that 

there is a set of concepts such that their possession entitles us to certain rules of 

transition from experience to the beliefs involving those concepts. This is what 

Peacocke (1992) does with his observational concepts. On this view an observational 

concept C is such that when you are in possession of it, you would find transitions 

from certain perceptual experiences to beliefs involving C rational. For example, if 

you possess the concept red you would, under normal circumstances, find the 

transition from an experience of a red van to the belief ‘that is red’ rational. If you do 

not find any transition from experiences of red to beliefs about red rational then you 

do not really possess the concept red.  

 

This ends my discussion of the conceptualist and the rule-based accounts of 

perception.73 On these accounts perceptual experience provides strong reasons for 

beliefs. We saw that conceptualist and rule-based views can account for how 

perceptual experience can do so. The conceptualist explains how perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons by holding that perceptual experience has 

                                                
72 Some, like Peacocke (1992), believe that being entitled to a set of rules is sufficient for 
possession of a concept. We do not need to accept this assumption here.  
73 More can be said about the conceptualist and the rule-based accounts. I shall say more in 
the last section and the forthcoming chapters.  
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conceptual content. The non-conceptualist, on the other hand, does not appeal to 

conceptual contents.  This is a significant difference between the two views that will 

become very important in the next chapters.  

 

Are there other views that can account for how perceptual experience provides direct 

strong reasons for perceptual beliefs? I believe the answer to this question is negative. 

Any view that accounts for strong reasons needs to establish a strong epistemic 

connection between perceptual experience and perceptual beliefs that satisfies the RR 

thesis. The dominant externalist theories of perceptual experience do not do so. There 

are traditional and contemporary internalist theories, like phenomenalism, that seem 

to satisfy the RR thesis, but they do not do so directly. The generic strategy in 

phenomenalist account isa two-step strategy. It consists in showing that perceptual 

experience provides reasons for beliefs about experiential states and then showing that 

beliefs about experiential states entail perceptual beliefs. The transitions in each step 

might satisfy the RR condition, but the phenomenalist account is not direct. Since 

there does not seem to be any option left on the table we can conclude that the 

conceptualist and the rule-based views are the only feasible options that account for 

direct strong reasons.  As I said before we cannot conclude from this that either the 

conceptualist or the rule-based views should be adopted unless we first show that 

perceptual experience indeed provides strong reasons for beliefs. This is the task that 

the next section is devoted to.  
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2. Argument for perceptual rationalism 

 

You run to one of your friends at a party who asks you if John is coming to the party. 

In response you say: “yes, he is already here”. And when enquired: “why do you think 

he is here?” you say: “there, he’s sitting by the pool, chugging a beer” and you point 

to the guy sitting by the pool. This short dialogue exemplifies something that is very 

common in our everyday discourse. We are asked to explain why we have a particular 

belief or thought, and we respond by citing what we perceive or have perceived.  

 

This reason-giving practice strongly indicates that both the subject of the belief and 

the enquirer regard reports of perceptual content as credible reasons for their beliefs.74 

In short, we believe that perceptual experience is a reason for our perceptually based 

beliefs. I call the thesis that this belief is reasonable the rational recognition thesis.  

 

If the rational recognition thesis were wrong then a practice that is part of our 

everyday life would be rationally groundless. We would be engaging in a reason 

giving practice that presupposes an unreasonable belief. So a theory that can vindicate 

this thesis is, other things being equal, preferable. On perceptual rationalism 

perceptual experience provides strong reasons for perceptual beliefs. By the definition 

of strong reasons it follows that perceptual rationalism can vindicate the rational 
                                                
74 Demands of the sort “why do you believe …?” or “why do you think …?” are sometimes 
ambiguous between demand for causal explanations and demands for rational grounding. But 
there are definitely cases in which the enquirer is asking for a rational ground. Suppose in 
response you had said: “well, he owes me some money, and I hope to get it back. Moreover, I 
am a wishful thinker. So I believe he is here.” Although your response is a legitimate answer 
to the causal question, it would be perfectly reasonable for your friend to ignore it and ask 
someone else about John. For he is looking for an explanation that gives rational support to 
the belief; a merely causal explanation would not deliver the goods.     
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recognition thesis. In this section I defend perceptual rationalism by arguing that it is 

the only view that can do so. 

 

I will divide the answers to this question to three types. According to the first type of 

answer, the source of justification is posterior to the formation of perceptual beliefs. 

For example, it is our success in acting based on those beliefs, or our discovery that 

these beliefs are true or justified that underlies the truth of the rational recognition 

thesis. I call views of this type posterior vindications. §2.1 rejects these views. 

According to the second type of answer, regarding perceptual experience as a reason 

for perceptual beliefs is a good epistemic default position. For example it is a good 

epistemic default position to regard perceptual experience trustworthy unless it is 

proven guilty. I call view of this type default vindications. §2.2 rejects these views. 

§2.3 discusses a phenomenalist alternative.  

 

 

2.1 Posterior Vindications 

One might propose that what explains rational recognition is that we succeed in our 

actions when we rely on the deliverances of perceptual experience. Suppose you see 

an apple on a table and decide to grab it. You form the belief that the apple is on the 

table, and use it in guiding your action. In case nothing goes wrong you will succeed 

in your action. This, one might argue, gives you a prima facie reason for regarding 

your experience as a reason for your belief. To generalize, the reasonable status of the 

rational recognition thesis can be vindicated by appealing to the fact that, by and 

large, the beliefs that are formed on the basis of perceptual experience lead to 
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successful action. Further support for this proposal could be given by pointing out that 

if most of the time we failed in our actions we would not regard perceptual experience 

as a reason for beliefs.  

 

Despite its initial attraction, the above proposal is problematic. The reason, put 

roughly, is that we cannot rationally evaluate our success in action without first 

accepting perceptual experiences as reasons for perceptual beliefs. So the account is 

circular. Let me articulate this idea in more detail by discussing the apple case. The 

proponent of the success story can provide the following argument:   

 

1. My perceptual experience causes me to believe that an apple is in location x.  

2. I aim to grab the apple at x. 

3. I have moved my hand to location x.  

4. I have grabbed the apple at x.  

      5. My perceptually formed belief is conducive to successful action. 

6. If my belief P based on perceptual experience E is conducive to successful action 

then I have a prime facie reason to regard E as a reason for P.  

7. Conclusion: I have prima facie reason to regard my experience as of the apple as a 

reason for forming the belief that the apple is in location X.  

 

To see the problem with the above reasoning let us imagine a dialogue between the 

proponent of the above argument (call her ST for success theorist) and an objector 

(call her O).  
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1. O: So what is your reason for 3 and 4? 

1. ST: Well, I see my hand grabbing the apple, and I feel the apple in my hand.  

2. O: So your reason for believing in 3 and 4 is what you perceive?  

2. ST: Yes.  

3. O: So you believe that perceptual experience is in general a reason for forming 

perceptual beliefs?  

3. ST: Yes I do.  

4. O: But then you are facing a dilemma, either you believe that your belief that 

perceptual experience is in general a reason for forming perceptual beliefs is prima 

facie reasonable, or you don’t. In the former case your reasoning is guilty of 

circularity, and in the second case your reasoning is ungrounded. For, you cannot use 

a belief that you do not find prima facie reasonable in providing a rational ground for 

another belief.   

 

Here I think the dilemmatic attack is very convincing. So ST needs to give a negative 

answer to 3.O. But is a negative answer acceptable?  

 

Literature on circularity objections suggests that negative answers to questions that 

are analogous to the above question are sometimes available. For example, for a long 

time some commentators have argued that Descartes’ general move in the meditation 

is guilty of a circularity charge. It is said that Descartes proves the existence of God 

by relying on clear and distinct perceptions, and proves that clear and distinct 

perceptions are true by relying on the existence of a God that does not deceive us. In 

an attempt to save Descartes from the circularity objection, James Van Cleve points 
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out that one could be certain that a particular clearly and distinctly perceived 

proposition is true without thereby committing oneself to the truth of the general 

proposition that all clearly and distinctly perceived propositions are certainly true. 

According to Van Cleve we should distinguish between A and B:  

 

A. I believe that for all p (or some p) if p is clearly and distinctively perceived 

then it is certainly true.  

B. For all p (or some p) I believe that if p is clearly and distinctly perceived then 

it is certainly true.  

 

According to Van Cleve Descartes needs B in order to prove the existence of God, 

and the existence of God to prove A. So he is not guilty of circularity.  

 

In an analogous manner, one might claim that ST could give a negative answer to 

3.O. Let us see how the dialogue might continue. It will be quick.    

 

3’.O: No I do not need to believe that perceptual experience is in general a reason for 

forming perceptual belief.   

 

4’O: So you believe that your perceptual experience gives you a reason in the case of 

3 and 4, but your reason for believing this is not the belief in the general principle that 

perceptual experience is a reason for beliefs.    

4’.ST: Yes. 
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5’. O: So why do you believe that your perceptual experience gives you a reason in 

the case of 3 and 4?  

  

Here, it is very difficult to imagine what ST’s answer would be. Note that there is a 

big disanalogy between the case of clear and distinct perceptions and the belief that 

my perceptual experience as of my hand grabbing the apple is a reason for believing 

that I am grabbing the apple. Descartes has answers for questions analogous to 5’.O. 

He goes into length in convincing us that certain examples of clear and distinct 

perception are certain. The most famous example is the Cogito. Of course, 

commentators disagree about the exact interpretations of Descartes’ reasons in 

support of it and their cogency. But it is not hard to become at least temporarily 

convinced that the Cogito is self-evident or that its contrary is inconceivable so on 

and so forth.  

 

Moreover, it is not clear why any answer to 5’.O cannot be given in support of the 

conclusion that ST’s argument is trying to establish. At least on the face of it, there is 

no difference between the status of my perceptually based belief that there is an apple 

in front of me and the status of the perceptually based beliefs that I am successful in 

my attempt to grab it. If there is a convincing answer to 5’.O, it could have been given 

in support of 7. In such a case the argument that appeals to success would be just a 

redundancy. I conclude that attempts to vindicate the rational recognition thesis in 

terms of success do not succeed.  
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It is important to note that the same style of argument would refute any other 

explanation that relies on gathering more empirical evidence in support of the higher-

order belief that perceptual experience is a reason for forming beliefs. For example, 

one could not rely on testimony, authority, or expertise of others etc. For, we should 

rely on perceptual experience in order to acquire beliefs about what authorities in a 

matter believe or what other people testify to.  The lesson to draw from this is that our 

rational ground for regarding perceptual experience as a reason for beliefs is based on 

something that we do in the armchair.  Let us thus turn to the next group of views.  

 

2.2 Default Vindications 

In this sub-section I consider several reasons for the claim that the rational recognition 

thesis is a good default belief and thus enjoys prima facie reasonable status. I shall 

mention three reasons and then respond to them. The responses are not conclusive, 

but I think they are sufficient to show that the proponent of the default view is in a 

very weak position. Given that the views explained in the previous section provide 

much stronger vindications, the default view should be rejected in their favor. 

 

One might appeal to the Neurath’s raft metaphor in support of the claim that trust in 

perceptual experience is a good default position. It is part of our epistemic situation 

that we cannot start by doubting every belief that we have. We start with a set of 

beliefs and gradually remove and revise those that prove defective in the face of our 

explanatory tasks. Obviously the belief that perceptual experience provides reasons 

for perceptual beliefs is a good example of the beliefs that we should start with. Let us 

call this the Neurath style of vindication.  
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In most contemporary legal systems the default position is that one is innocent unless 

proven guilty. We are regarded as innocent unless proven guilty. The proponent of the 

default view might ask why should we not adopt the same position with respect to 

perceptual experience. Why shouldn’t it be the default position to regard perceptual 

experience as a trustworthy faculty unless it is proven guilty? Why couldn’t this make 

the belief that perceptual experience is a reason for perceptual beliefs prima facie 

reasonable? Let us call this the legal style vindication. 

 

Lastly, one might argue that the default position is a good position with respect to our 

reasoning faculties. But there is no substantive difference between our reasoning 

faculties and our perceptual faculties. Thus we should treat them the same. Perceptual 

experience at times deceives us, but so does our reason. We can be envatted or in a 

dream and mistakenly think that our perceptual faculties are reliable. But we can also 

be deceived by and evil demon in thinking that our reason is reliable. There is no 

significant difference between the two faculties. So if we regard our reasoning 

mechanisms as warrant conducive, we should also regard our perceptual faculty as 

reason conducive. Let us call this the analogy with reason vindication.    

 

My reason to reject the Neurath style vindication is simple. To put it in a nutshell, this 

argument puts the cart before the horse. It is true that we should start with a set of 

beliefs, and it is true that the rational recognition thesis is one of the beliefs that we 

should start with. But this is exactly because this belief enjoys prima facie reasonable 

status. It is true that we start the process of rationally evaluating and revising our 
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belief system with a set of beliefs. But we know better than putting every belief that 

we have in the basket that is then subjected to the test of reflective equilibrium. We 

start with those beliefs that have some prima facie reasonable status. It is because of 

its prima facie reasonable status that the belief in perceptual experience as a source of 

reason is in the basket; it is not because it is in the basket that it has this status. Let us 

turn to the legal analogy argument.  

 

I do not find the legal analogy argument convincing for two reasons. First, I do not 

think that the legal position of ‘innocent unless proven’ guilty is a default position. 

Rather, it is a position that is based on evidence that we find ourselves entitled to. 

Suppose we were living in a world in which it was common for everyone to engage in 

acts that we, in this world, morally despise. Suppose that in this world there was 

ample evidence that human beings were inherently disposed to moral transgressions. 

It seems to me that if you were to impose a set of legal norms in this world the 

“innocent until proven guilty” maxim would not be one of them. So it seems that the 

maxim is based on our evidence about the moral dispositions of the members of the 

society. So this reply is presupposing an assumption that was rejected before, namely 

that we have posteriori evidence in support of the idea that perceptual experience is 

trustworthy.  

 

In response, the proponent of the legal analogy argument might insist that the 

“innocent unless proven guilty’ maxim still has some prima facie precedence in the 

described world, but its prima facie status gets defeated by the ample evidence against 
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it. So the example does not show that the maxim is not a good default position. This 

brings me to my second reply.  

 

Let us grant the legal maxim its prima facie status. Let us grant, for example, that it is 

prima facie reasonable to treating people as trustworthy in the absence of 

countervailing evidence. Still I think there is an important disanalogy between this 

case and the case of perception. In the legal case we are often in a position to gather 

independent evidence in support or against, say, the trustworthiness of a person. This 

evidence can at times defeat the default position that people should be trusted. I think 

one feature that makes this a good default position is this possibility of defeat. 

Without the possibility of defeat suspending judgment seems a better default position. 

But in the perception case, the only way to test the deliverances of perceptual 

experience is by appealing to the tribunal of perceptual experience. We cannot prove 

perception untrustworthy unless we trust it. So there is an important disanalogy 

between the perception case and the legal case. Let us turn to our last argument.  

 

According to the analogy with reason argument there is no significant disanalogy 

between perception and reason. Thus, since we have prima facie trust in the latter, we 

should have prima facie trust in the former. I think we have a significant disanalogy in 

this case too. To put it briefly, trusting reason is necessary for rational discourse, but 

trusting perception is not. The existence of intra and inter-personal discourse of 

exchanging epistemic reasons presupposes prima facie trust in our reasoning schemes. 

But trust in perceptual experience does not. This is why we can still engage in 

reasoning with the Pyrrhonian who is skeptical about the external world, but not with 
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the Zen Buddhist who is skeptical about reason and rationality. Thus our prima facie 

trust in reason and rationality rests on the impossibility of mistrusting it, or 

suspending judgment about its commendations. The same could not be said about 

perception.  

 

This ends my discussion of the default vindications of the rational recognition thesis. 

The arguments that I have given against these accounts are, of course, not conclusive. 

Still, they make a strong case agains the accounts.   

 

2.3 Phenomenalist Vindications 

According to a traditional line of thought, beliefs about experiences play a significant 

role in an account of the epistemology of perceptual experience. Put roughly, the view 

holds that perceptual experience justifies ordinary beliefs indirectly by first justifying 

beliefs about one’s own experiential states, which in turn justify ordinary perceptual 

beliefs.75 One might think that a similar strategy could be put in the service of 

vindicating the rational recognition thesis.  

 

On this proposal we can construct a chain of reasoning that starts from perceptual 

experience, goes through phenomenal beliefs, and ends in perceptual beliefs. By 

reflecting on this chain of reasoning we arrive at the belief that perceptual experience 

is a reason for perceptual beliefs. I shall call this the phenomenalist vindication. The 

phenomenalist vindication is different from the conceptualist and rule-based views in 

two important respects. First, the account, as we said earlier, is indirect. Second, on 

                                                
75 For more recent versions of the view see Chalmers (2003).  
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this account the rational ground for perceptual beliefs is not provided by appealing to 

the transition that generates the beliefs. Rather, it is provided by appealing to 

transitions that are constructed after the fact.   

 

 

I believe that the phenomenalist vindication is problematic. For, it is not clear to me 

how one could move from phenomenal beliefs to ordinary perceptual beliefs. Since 

such an account has not been articulated we cannot pass a final verdict on it. But we 

can give a provisional argument against any such account in the following manner. It 

is quite plausible to assume that a phenomenalist account would have the following 

generic structure. It would start with a direct phenomenal belief, link the belief to a 

phenomenal belief by a bridge belief, and finally link the phenomenal belief to an 

ordinary categorical belief with another bridge belief.  For example, suppose you are 

having a red experience by looking at a red ball. The contents of the three beliefs 

could be specified in the following crude manner.  

 

(A) I am having a phenomenal experience with that phenomenal character 

(attending to your experience of red).  

(B) The experience with that character (pointing to your experience) is a 

phenomenally red experience.  

(C) If I have a phenomenally red experience then the object that I am experiencing 

must be red.  

(D) The object is red. 
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I think C is problematic. The reason for finding C problematic is simple. In order for 

C to figure in the chain of reasoning the subject must find it a reasonable belief. But it 

is not clear how a subject might find this belief reasonable without first finding beliefs 

about the colors of objects reasonable. For, plausibly such a belief must be based on 

past experience. And plausibly past experience can provide reasons for this belief 

only by providing reasons for two beliefs, namely that an experienced object was 

experienced in a phenomenally red way, and that it was red. But the second belief is 

an ordinary belief about the color of the object. So C presupposes that we already 

regard perceptual experience as a reason for beliefs.  

 

If the above observations are plausible then we have a provisional response against 

the phenomenalist vindications. As I said before our final verdict about the issue 

depends on the exact shape of the phenomenalist account. But in the absence of such 

an account we can safely conclude that any phenomenalist vindication should have 

the above generic structure and is problematic.    

 

This ends my discussion of the various alternative vindications of the rational 

recognition thesis. According to this thesis we have a reasonable belief that perceptual 

experience is a reason for perceptual beliefs. In this section I argued that perceptual 

rationalism can vindicate this thesis while alternatives fail to do so. I believe most of 

the plausible alternatives have been discussed and in the absence of new ones I 

conclude that the only acceptable explanation for rational recognition is perceptual 

rationalism.  
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Conclusion 

The conclusions of the two sections of this chapter can be summarized in the 

following manner. We have the belief that perceptual experience is a reason for 

perceptual beliefs. Perceptual rationalism can vindicate this belief. But no other 

alternative can do so. So perceptual rationalism should be embraced. According to 

perceptual rationalism perceptual experience provides strong reasons for perceptual 

beliefs. The conceptualist and the rule-based views are the only views that can 

account for strong reasons. So either conceptualism or a rule-based account should be 

embraced. This conclusion, along with the theoretical machinery that was developed 

in this chapter, will be extensively used in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 6 

The Epistemic Argument for Structuralism 

 

The previous chapter argued that perceptual experience provides strong reasons for 

beliefs. It also defended a the idea that only the conceptualist and the rule-based views 

can account for strong reasons. This chapter uses these results to argue for the two 

theses of structuralism. According to the first thesis, perceptual experience has some a 

priori conceptual content. I call this the a priori content thesis. According to the 

second thesis, the unity structure of perceptual experience is the conscious 

manifestation of this a priori content. This thesis unifies the main thesis of part 1 with 

the a priori content thesis. So I shall call it the unification thesis.  

 

The structure of the chapter is as follows.  § 1 argues that only the conceptualist can 

account for how perceptual experience can provide strong reasons for beliefs that 

involve a priori concepts. More precisely, perceptual experience provides strong 

reasons for a belief that involves a primitive a priori concept p, only if it has the 

content (-- p --).76 I shall call this the a priori dependence thesis. § 2 argues that a 

satisfactory account of the epistemology of perceptual beliefs requires us to accept 

that perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs that involve a priori 

concepts. This, in conjunction with the a priori dependence thesis implies that 

                                                
76 The notation (-- p --) denotes a propositional content in which p is a substantive 
component, that is a component that cannot be deleted without a change in the content of (--
p--) 
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perceptual experience has a priori content. § 2 thus establishes the a priori content 

thesis. § 3 argues that objectual unity is the conscious manifestation of the a priori 

content of perceptual experience.   

 

1. The a priori dependence thesis 

My purpose in this section is to defend the a priori dependence. The thesis is: 

 

A priori dependence thesis 

Perceptual experience provides a direct strong reason for a belief that involves a 

primitive a priori concept p, only if it has the content C (-- p --). 

 

By a primitive a priori concept I mean a concept whose full possession condition is 

constitutively independent of perceptual experience.77 Pretheoretically, a subject is in 

full possession of a concept when the subject, as it were, has all that it takes to have 

the concept. A more precise characterization depends on one’s substantive theory of 

concept possession. But before this characterization is offered we have some intuitive 

grasp of the difference that underlies our judgments about specific examples For 

example, without having a substantive analysis of concept possession we can 

intuitively judge that one who has never seen red does not have ‘all it takes’ to have 

the concept red, and thus does not have the concept red.  

 

In an intuitive sense, a concept’s possession condition is constitutively independent of 

perceptual experience when perceptual experience does not make any contribution to 
                                                
77 This approach to the a priori is discussed in Peacocke (2004)     
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the content of the concept. Again, a more precise characterization of this idea depends 

on ones’ substantive theory of constitutive relations. And again, before this 

characterization is offered we have some intuitive grasp of the difference that 

underlies our judgments about specific examples. Here are two. Suppose, following 

Peacocke (1992), we assume that possessing the concept of conjunction consists in 

finding certain inferences involving conjunction primitively compelling. In order to 

consider these inferences you might have to rely on perceptual experience. For 

example, you might have to write them down on a piece of paper and look at them. 

But your finding them primitively compelling does not constitutively depend on 

looking at the paper. Or suppose that according to your theory, possessing a concept 

requires having a mental folder with some informational content. These folders might 

be causally dependent on your experience without being informationally dependent 

on it. For example, experience might make no contribution to the informational 

content of these folders, yet it might be causally required for the expression of the 

genes that encode these informational contents and create the folders.  

 

Before giving an argument for the a priori dependence thesis, I want to make an 

intuitive case in its support. In order to do so, let us define the relation of relative a 

priority.  

 

Relative a prioricity: 

A concept C is relatively a priori with respect to experiences of the type E iff the full 

possession conditions of C are constitutively independent of E.   
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We can provide the intuitive support for the a priori dependence thesis by 

reconsidering a famous philosophical example, the example of Mary in her black and 

white room. Mary learns a lot about colors in a black and white room, but she has 

never seen one. One might say that Mary has a concept of red before her release from 

the room. She can wonder what it would be like for her to experience red, desire to 

have an experience of red, form various thoughts about red, engage in inferences 

involving red, etc. This claim can be challenged. One can say that Mary does not 

really know what red means before having red experiences, and so does not possess 

the concept red. But this challenge does not matter for our purposes. We can call the 

concept that Mary has red*.  What matters is that Mary’s concept is relatively a priori 

with respect to experiences of red.  I shall consider three scenarios about Mary. I call 

the three Mary’s in these scenarios Mary-A, Mary-B, and Mary-C.   

 

Before her release, Mary-A is taken to a room whose walls are painted red allover. 

There is nothing in the room that might indicate to her that the color of the walls is 

red*. Mary-A has an experience of red. But intuitively this experience does not 

provide strong reasons for the belief that the walls are red*. She might form the belief 

that the walls are red*. But from her point of view she does not have any reason to 

form such a belief. For all she knows, the walls might be blue, green, etc.  

 

We can provide further support for the above claim by considering Mary-B. Before 

Mary-B enters the room, she is taken to the lab and a surgery is performed on her. 

During the surgery Mary-B’s brain is rewired such that whenever she has experiences 

of red a post perceptual belief to the effect that what she is seeing is red* pops up in 
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her head. When Mary-B enters the room she finds herself believing that the walls are 

red*. But when she reflects on the relationship between her experience and her belief 

she has no clue why this experience might be a reason for the belief. Mary-B’s 

experience of red does not provide strong reasons for her belief.  

 

Let us now consider Mary-C. Mary-C is also taken to the lab before she enters the 

room. During this surgery a red recognitional device is implanted in her brain. As a 

result, Mary-C cannot have any experience of red without experiencing it as red*. 

Mary-C’s perceptual experience has the propositional content C( -- Red* --). When 

she enters the room, she experiences the walls as red*. This gives her prima facie 

justification for regarding her experience as a reason for the belief that the walls are 

red*. Mary-C roughly exemplifies how a two-component conceptualist thinks about 

perceptual content.78  

 

The above examples provide intuitive support for the idea that if a concept P is 

relatively a priori with respect to an experience of type E, having a token of E 

provides strong reasons for beliefs involving P only if the experience already has a 

propositional content involving P. If we accept this generalization, the move from this 

to the a priori dependence thesis would be easy. We just define an a priori concept as 

a concept that is relatively a priori in relation to all types of perceptual experience.   

 

Note that the above examples do not rely on any specific account of concept 

possession or strong reasons. It is clear that Mary’s red* is relatively a priori with 

                                                
78 I say roughly because the two-component conceptualist requires the concept red not red*.  
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respect to experience of red. This does not depend on one’s exact analysis of concept 

possession and constitutive dependence. It is also very intuitive that Mary-A and 

Mary-B do not have strong reasons for the belief that the walls are red*.  Again, this 

does not depend on one’s particular analysis of strong reasons. Finally, it is again 

intuitive that Mary-C has strong reasons for her belief that the walls are red*. In 

forming the belief that the walls are red*, she just duplicates the content of her 

perceptual experience which is already partly conceptual.      

 

I think we have ample intuitive support for the a priori dependence thesis. Still, one 

might argue that the case of Mary is too artificial. For example, if Mary-A goes 

outside and sees a tomato, she might be able to provide indirect strong reasons for the 

belief that the tomato is red* by engaging in an inference like: this is tomato-shaped, 

so it is probably a tomato, tomatoes are often red*, so this is probably red*. Mary has 

prima facie justification for seeing her experience as a reason for the application of 

the concept red*. And Mary’s concept is relatively a priori with respect to her 

experience. So we have a counterexample.  

 

I think we can answer this and similar challenges. But rather than taking this 

challenges head on, I shall provide an argument for the a priori dependence thesis. 

The next sub-section does so.  

 

1.2 Argument for a priori dependence 

The crucial step in defending the a priori dependence thesis is to show that non-

conceptual perceptual experience does not provide a direct strong reason for a content 
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that involves an a priori concept. If we show that this principle is true we can easily 

prove the a priori dependence thesis.  

 

It would indeed be strange if there were a priori concepts that were linked to 

nonconceptual perceptual experience by strong reasonable connections. Normally, an 

experience provides strong reasons for a belief because the concept is constitutively 

dependent on the experience. For example, experiences of red provide strong reasons 

for contents involving the concept red exactly because in an important sense one 

cannot be said to have the concept red unless one knows what it is like to have 

experiences of red. If you have a red experience and ask yourself: “is this a good 

reason to apply the concept red?”, the answer is: “yes, because that’s what red is”. 

More importantly, in an important sense you would not even understand the question 

without having already had that type of experience. This suggests that the concept of 

red is constitutively dependent on experiences of red. But if a concept is a priori then 

by definition it is not constitutively dependent on perceptual experience. So it would 

indeed be strange if perceptual experience provided strong reasons for a priori 

concepts. I thus call the concepts that are a priori and linked to perceptual experience 

by relations of strong reasons strange concepts.  

 

In what follows I want to provide a precise articulation of the intuitive ideas that are 

presented in the above paragraph. The result, I hope, will be a convincing argument 

against strange concepts. I shall be talking a lot about rational subjects, transitions, 

concepts … Here are some rules of the game about usage. I shall assume that subjects 

are rational and satisfy some ideality conditions. For example, they do not make 
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mistakes in their reasoning, they do not form beliefs without reasons, etc. This does 

not mean that they can never form false beliefs. I use the generic form (--p--) to 

denote a conceptual content that has p as a substantive component. A substantive 

component is a component that cannot be deleted without a change in content. For 

example q is not a substantive component in: (p and (q or not q)). I use letters like m, 

e, … to denote nonconceptual content possessing sates like experiences. The generic 

forms (--q--)(--p--) or m (--p--) denote direct transitions. All the quantifications 

over rational transitions are over the domain of non-trivial transitions. So we are not 

concerned with transitions like p  (q or not q). All the quantifications over concepts 

are over the domain of internally consistent concepts. All the quantifications over 

contents are over internally consistent contents. All talk about strong reasons is about 

direct strong reasons. And finally, all quantifications over experiences are over types 

of experiences.  

 

The argument draws on what in the previous chapter I called the law of strong 

reasons. It also needs more precise characterizations of constitutive dependence and 

possession conditions. So we need to do some stage setting before getting to the 

argument.  

 

Let us start with a simple intuitive rule that I call the rule of constitutive dependence. 

According to this rule a concept p constitutively depends on m iff there are transitions 

of the form m (--p--) that S should find reasonable in order to fully possess P. This 

rule conforms to our intuitive tests of constitutive dependency that were discussed in 

§1.1. Note that the rule of constitutive dependence and the definition of a priori 
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concepts do not jointly imply that if a concept P is a priori then a rational subject S 

would not find transitions from experience to contents of the form (-- P --) reasonable. 

We can clarify this by distinguishing the possession range of a concept from its 

reasonable range. The possession range of P is the set of all and only transitions that S 

should find primitively compelling in order to fully posses P. By definition, when P is 

a priori the possession range of P does not include transitions from experiences to (-- 

P --). Otherwise, P would be constitutively dependent on experience. The reasonable 

range of P, on the other hand, is the set of all transitions m(--P--) that S would find 

reasonable. An experience can fall into the reasonable range of an a priori concept 

without falling into its possession range.    

 

The truth of the a priori exclusion principle, however, does not depend on the 

relationship between the possession range and the reasonable range of a priori 

concepts. Rather, it depends on the relationship between the possession range and 

strong reasonable range of a concept. An item could be a reason for a belief without 

being a strong reason for it. Let us say that S finds a transition of the form m(--P--) 

strongly reasonable when m is a strong reason for (--p--). By definition, the strong 

reasonable range of a concept P is the set of all transitions that S would find strongly 

reasonable. In order to prove that there are no strange concepts we need to show that 

the possession range and the strong reasonable range of a priori concepts coincide. 

What follows is a two-stage proof for this claim.  

 

By definition, a strange concept P is a concept that (a) is a priori, and (b) there is an 

experience E and a content (--P--) such that E provides a strong reason for (--P--). We 
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can prove that there is no P that satisfies both of these conditions in the following 

way. Let P be an arbitrary a priori concept and E an arbitrary perceptual experience 

type.  

 

1. If for all (--P--) there is no E that provides a strong reason for (--P--) then P is not a 

strange concept. (by definition) 

 

2. For all M, K, and some (--K--), if M provides a strong reason for (--K--) then K 

constitutively depends on M.  

 

3. If there is a (--P--), and some E provides a strong reason for (--P--) then P 

constitutively depends on E. (from 2) 

 

4. If there is a (--P--), and some E provides a strong reason for it then P is not an a 

priori concept. (from 3 and the definition of a priori concepts) 

 

5. If there is a (--P--), and some E provides a strong reason for it then P is not a 

strange concept. (by definition) 

Conclusion: There are no strange concepts. (from 1 and 5). 

 

Obviously, the key premise in the above argument is 2. We can prove it by the 

following argument. He argument relies on two premises that I call the law of strong 

reasons and the principle of constitutive dependence.  
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6. For all M, K, S and some (--K--), if M provides a strong reason for (--K--) then S 

cannot rightly conceive of herself to be in full possession of K and not find the 

transition M  (--K--) reasonable. (the law of strong reasons) 

7. For all M, K, S and some (--K--), if S cannot rightly conceive of herself to be in full 

possession of K and not find the transition (M  (--K--)) reasonable then K 

constitutively depends on M. (The principle of constitutive dependence) 

 

Conclusion: For all M, K, and some (--K--), if M provides a strong reason for (--K--) 

then K constitutively depends on M.  

 

Why should we accept the law of strong reasons? I think the principle can be deduced 

from the fact that strong reasons are based on rules that are commended by the 

contents of the concepts that are involved in rational transition. If a rational subject is 

in full possession of the concepts involved in a strong transition then she should find 

the transition reasonable. So if a rational subject is in full possession of a concept and 

rationally doubts the transition then the transition is not a strong transition.  

 

Now suppose a transition is strong and a rational subject thinks: “I can conceive of 

myself to be in full possession of the concepts involved in the transition and rationally 

doubt the transition.” In such a case the subject’s belief would be wrong. It follows 

that if a transition is strong then a subject cannot rightly conceive of herself to be in 

full possession of the concepts involved in a transition and rationally doubt the 

transition. This is the law of strong reasons.  
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Why should we accept the principle of constitutive dependence? We can easily show 

that the principle of constitutive dependence follows from the rule of constitutive 

dependence. According to this rule, a concept K does not constitutively depend on a 

content possessing item M iff there are no transitions of the form M(--K--) that a 

rational agent S should find reasonable in order to fully possess K. It follows from 

this rule that if K does not constitutively depend on M, and for all M(--K--) S 

believes that she can conceive of herself to be in full possession of K and not find 

M(--K--) then her belief is true. So, if K does not constitutively depend on M, and 

for all M(--K--) S can rightly conceive of herself to be in full possession of K and 

not find M(--K--) reasonable. The principle of constitutive dependence follows 

from this.  

 

I believe that we have made a very strong case for the claim that there are no strange 

concepts. The a priori dependence thesis follows from this. So if perceptual 

experience provides a strong reason for a belief containing an a priori concept then 

perceptual experience must have a priori content. The next section argues that a 

satisfactory account of the epistemology of perceptual experience would require that 

it provides strong reasons for beliefs containing a priori concepts.   

 

 

2. The a priori content thesis 

The previous section established that perceptual experience cannot provide strong 

reasons for contents that involve a priori concepts unless it has a priori content. In 

what follows I shall first identity a few problems. I believe that a satisfactory account 
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of perceptual epistemology requires solving these problems. And my intuition is that 

we cannot solve these problems unless we assume that perceptual experience provides 

strong reasons for contents that involve a priori concepts. My main goal in this section 

is to make a case for this intuition. I say ‘make a case’ because what I offer is not a 

conclusive argument. I shall offer a tentative argument, identify potential challenges 

and describe potential moves in response to these challenges. A full treatment of this 

issue has to wait for future work.  

 

Here are two problems that I think a satisfactory account of perceptual epistemology 

needs to solve. I call the first problem the problem of objectivity. To put it shortly, the 

problem of objectivity is the problem of accounting for how perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for beliefs in objective facts. I call the second problem the 

problem of identity. In short, it is the problem of accounting for how perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for the belief that objects extend in space and 

persist through time and change.  

 

I hinted on the problem of objectivity in the first part of the dissertation. We saw there 

that we can make a distinction between immediate objects and transcendent objects of 

experience. The experience of an afterimage presents to you only an immediate 

object. The experience of a normal object, on the other hand, presents to you an 

immediate object and a transcendent object. Let ‘x is p’ express a fact in which x is an 

object and p the property that the object instantiates. The fact is objective when x is a 

transcendent object. The problem of objectivity is the problem of accounting for how 

perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs in objective facts.  
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My intuition is that we cannot solve this problem unless we show that perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for beliefs that involve the concept of material 

conditional. In what follows, however, I shall first talk about the problem of identity, 

assuming that we have already solved the problem of objectivity. The reason is that 

the problem of identity is easier to tackle and can be used for illustrative purposes.   

 

2.1 The Problem of Identity 

Suppose you are looking at a multicolored ball that is gradually changing color. Here 

are two sets of beliefs that, according to common sense your perceptual experience 

rationally justifies:  

1. That (referring to the ball) extends in space. 

2. This (referring to a spatial part of the ball) is part of the same thing as that 

(referring to a different spatial part of the ball).   

3.  That (referring to the ball) is multicolored.  

 

1’. That (referring the ball) persists through time.  

2’. This (referring to the ball now) is numerically identical with that (referring to the 

ball a moment ago).  

3’. That (referring to the ball) is changing color.  

 

How does perceptual experience provide strong reasons for the above two sets of 

beliefs? Intuitively, we can answer the question for all the members of each set by 

showing how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for the belief that an 



 163 

object preserves its numerical identity through space and time. So let us call this 

problem the problem of identity. My intuition is that this problem generates the need 

for the involvement of one class of a priori concepts in perceptual experience.  

 

Let me start by conveying the intuition that a priori concepts are required for solving 

the problem of identity. I shall focus on 3’, assuming the following definition of 

change in color: 

 

Change in color: An object X changes its color from tn to tn+1 iff Ktn(X), Htn+1(X), K, 

H are color predicates, and K is not the same color as H. 

 

Let us assume that the ball is red at t1 and blue at t2. I shall call the temporal parts of 

the ball at t1 and t2 X and Y respectively, and use Jtn(X) to express beliefs of the form: 

‘X is J at tn.’ Note that when I use the term ‘ball’, I am talking about the transcendent 

object. So the temporal parts of the ball are transcendent parts.   

 

Now, the problem is to explain how we have strong reasons for the belief that Y 

changes color from t1 to t2. We can see that there is a problem here by considering the 

following inference. I call it the inference to change.  

(i) Rt1 (X) 

(ii) Bt2 (Y) 

(iii) An object X changes its color from tn to tn+1 iff Ktn(X), Htn+1(X), K, H are 

color predicates, and K is not the same color as H.  

(iv) R is not the same color as B. 
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(v) … 

Conclusion: Y changes color from t1 to t2.  

 

As we can see, the above inference is not valid unless we add a premise at (v). The 

obvious candidate is that X=Y. This shows that perceptual experience can provide 

strong reasons for beliefs in change if it provided strong reasons for beliefs in identity. 

The claim that I want to defend, however, is not this. It is the claim that perceptual 

experience cannot provide strong reasons for the conclusion of this inference without 

providing strong reasons for X=Y. But we have not shown that yet. Before doing so, 

let me discuss a few points that arise because of the framework that we have adopted 

here.     

 

First, a few points about the above inference are in order. Obviously, accounting for 

how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for (i) and (ii) requires solving the 

problem of objectivity. But as I said before, we are temporarily putting this problem 

aside. (iii) raises many questions, but unlike (i) and (ii), we do not need to show that 

your perceptual experience of the ball justifies (iii), at least not in this particular case. 

(iv) uses the predicate ‘not the same as’. But note that this predicate is about 

qualitative identity, not numerical identity.  

 

The obvious reaction to the above inference is that it does not show much because no 

one really engages in such inferences. It is very intuitive that perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for beliefs about change in a direct way. So the need for 

identity is groundless. I agree with the claim that we do not engage in the inferences 
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of the type that are described in the change inference. I also agree that the justification 

of beliefs about change is direct. But I do not agree with the claim that this shows that 

the need for belief in identity is groundless. For, one can argue that perceptual 

experience cannot provide direct strong reasons for beliefs about change if it does not 

provide strong reasons for beliefs about numerical identity. I believe we can easily 

show this by drawing on the material in the previous sections.  

 

Suppose E is an experience that does not provide a strong reason for the belief that X 

and Y are identical. If so, a rational subject who is in full possession of the concept of 

identity can under narrow reflection rationally doubt that X and Y are identical. But 

since she can rationally doubt this, she can also doubt that X has changed its color 

from t1 to t2. And this in turn entails that E does not provide a strong reason for the 

belief that X has changed its color from t1 to t2. It follows that if an experience does 

not provide a strong reason for belief in the identity of X and Y, then it cannot 

provide a strong reason that X has changed its color from t1 to t2.  

 

Note that the above argument would not work if were concerned with reasons but not 

strong reasons. Suppose S rationally doubts that X=Y, this means that she can 

rationally doubt that X has changed its color, but this does not imply that she does not 

have a reason for the belief that X has changed its color. It is a feature of strong 

reasons that they transfer doubt in this manner. Reasons do not have this feature.   

 

We have thus shown that perceptual experience cannot provide strong reasons for 

beliefs in change unless it provides strong reasons for beliefs in identity. But the 
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concept of identity is an a priori concept. So it follows that perceptual experience 

cannot provide strong reasons for beliefs in change unless it has a priori identity 

content.  

 

We can easily make a case for the claim that the concept of identity is a priori. Let us, 

for the sake of argument, allow that a rational subject is in full possession of the 

concept of identity iff for all x, y and p, she finds inferences of the following form 

rationally and primitively compelling.  

P(x) 

x = y 

------- 

P (y) 

 

I think it is clear that we find these inferences primitively compelling, and our doing 

so is constitutively independent from perceptual experience. By definition it follows 

that the concept of identity is an a priori concept.  

 

I conclude that we have a plausible argument for the claim that if perceptual 

experience provide a strong reason for the belief that X changes color, then it provides 

a strong reason for the claim that X=Y. Since the concept of identity is an a priori 

concept, by the principle of a priori dependence it follows that perceptual experience 

must have the content X=Y in order to provide a strong reason for beliefs in change. I 

shall return to this idea again at the end of this section. 

 



 167 

The same style of argument can be given for extension in space, and all properties 

that presuppose it, e.g., the property of being multicolored. We can do so by indexing 

properties to some centered spatial location. This allows us to define the relationship 

between the spatial parts of an object as the relation of numerical identity. We can 

then define being multicolored as having different spatially indexed colors. By an 

argument analogous to the one that was just given with respect to time we can show 

that perceptual experience must have the content X=Y, where X and Y are the spatial 

parts of the object. This ends my discussion of the problem of identity.   

 

If these arguments are plausible then we have made a case for the a priori content 

thesis, that is, the thesis that perceptual experience has a priori conceptual content. 

This is already sufficient for establishing the main aim of this section, which was to 

defend the a priori content thesis. Before moving to the next section, however, I want 

to say a few words about the problem of objectivity. My intuition is that the same 

style of argumentation could be given to show the link between the problem of 

objectivity and a priori content. And in what follows I want to make a case for this 

claim. I should say at the outset though that the discussion is more rough and tentative 

than the discussion of the problem of identity.  

 

2.2 The problem of objectivity and the transcendental object of experience 

Like the problem of identity the problem of objectivity can be approached in many 

different ways. One way to approach it is to ask how perceptual experience provides 

strong reasons for beliefs that are about objective properties of objects as opposed to 

beliefs that are about their perspectival properties. Let us call these objective beliefs. I 



 168 

think if we approach the problem in this way we can show that perceptual experience 

cannot provide strong reasons for objective beliefs unless it provides strong reasons 

for material conditional beliefs. I shall motivate this claim by a simple example.  

 

Suppose you are moving around a circular coin. We want to show that perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for the belief that the coin is circular only if it 

provides strong reasons for a belief that has a conditional form. Here, we can use the 

same strategy that we used in the case of the problem of identity. The strategy has 

four steps. First, we write down a definition of objective circularity. For example, a 

rough definition would be something like: a non-moving object is circular iff the 

pattern of change in its perspectival shape is a specific function of the change in a 

subject’s perspective on the object. A simple way to represent this function is by a 

series of conditionals of the form: If my perspective changes in this way then the 

perspectival shape changes in that way.  

 

The second step involves writing an inference to a belief about objective circularity 

and showing that there is a gap in the inference that can be filled out with a belief in a 

conditional statement. One simple way to do so is to write an inference with one 

premise about a change in the perspectival shape of an object and another premise 

about a change in the perspective of the subject on the object. For example, the first 

premise could be something like: the perspectival shape of the object changed in this 

manner during the period P, and the second premise: my visual angle in relation to the 

object changed in that way. It is easy to show that the two premises cannot imply that 
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the object is circular, unless we add a premise that establishes a conditional relation 

between the two changes.   

 

The third step involves showing that the need for the conditional belief cannot be 

omitted by appealing to the claim that perceptual experience provides strong reasons 

for beliefs in objective circularity in a direct way. The strategy would be similar. We 

can argue that perceptual experience provides direct strong reasons for beliefs about 

objective circularity only if it provides strong reasons for conditional beliefs.  

 

The fourth step involves showing that the concept of a material conditional is an a 

priori concept. Again the strategy would be the same. We show that there is a set of 

inferences that we find primitively compelling independent of experience. The four 

steps in conjunction with a priori dependence thesis will show that perceptual 

experience cannot provide strong reasons for objective beliefs unless it has a priori 

conditional content.  

 

Obviously the above remarks are more of a promissory nature than actual arguments. 

But I think future work can deliver these promises in a more acceptable way. If we 

can do so, then we can show that a solution to the problem of objectivity requires the 

assumption that perceptual experience has a priori content.   

 

3. Structuralism: The final defense  
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This section defends the unification thesis, which connects the two parts of the 

dissertation. The first part of the dissertation explicated the idea of the unity structure 

of perceptual experience and defended its significance. The second part defended the 

idea that perceptual experience has a priori conceptual content. This section unifies 

these two conclusions by arguing that the unity structure of perceptual experience is 

the manifestation of this a priori content.  

 

We can defend the unification thesis in two steps. We can first show that the unity 

structure of perceptual experience is the experiential mark of its a priori content. 

However, this is not sufficient to establish the unification thesis. For, the idea that the 

unity structure of perceptual experience is the experiential mark of its a priori content 

can be interpreted in one-component and two-component ways. In order to defend the 

unification thesis we need to reject the two-component interpretation. The second step 

involves this task. If we do so we end up with the one-component version of the idea. 

On this version the unity structure of perceptual experience is the phenomenal 

manifestation of its a priori content. This is exactly what the unification thesis says.  

 

The first task is easy. For, it is very intuitive that the unity structure is the experiential 

mark of the a priori content of perceptual experience that we discussed in the previous 

section. We can capture this intuition by saying that the unity structure and the a 

priori content of experience co-vary with each other. A change in the objectual unity 

structure is covariant with a change in the identity statements that perceptual 

experience provides strong reasons for. A change in the dynamical unity structure  is 

covariant with a change in the conditional beliefs that perceptual experience provides 
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reasons for. I think the link between the unity structure and the a priori content of 

perceptual experience is very clear. Unity structure is the experiential mark of the a 

priori content of perceptual experience.  

 

All is left to establish the unification thesis is to reject the two-component 

interpretation of this idea. Note that the epistemic argument that we gave in support of 

the a priori content thesis does not distinguish between the two versions of the view. 

Both versions accept that perceptual experience has a priori content and that unity 

structure is the experiential mark of this content. The choice between the two views 

depends on other reasons. And I believe these reasons favor the one-component view.  

 

I shall start by comparing the one-component and the two-component versions of 

conceptualism about sensory experiences such as experiences of red, smells, touch, 

etc. This will shed some light on the differences between the one-component and a 

two-component versions of a priori conceptualism.   

 

As a reminder, the one-component version of conceptualism about sensory 

experiences holds that sensory experiences necessarily have conceptual content. For 

example, a typical perceptual experience of red is a state with a conceptual content 

like ‘that is red’, which also instantiates the phenomenal property redp. The 

experience of red and the state with the conceptual content are the same states. You 

can say that the experience is the phenomenal manifestation of the conceptual content. 

Perceptual experience only has one component. On the two-component version of the 

view, in contrast, perceptual experience often has two components. The state with the 
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conceptual content and its experiential mark are two separate components of 

perceptual experience. For example, your experience of red often consists of a belief-

like state with the propositional content ‘that is red’ and a separate sensory state that 

instantiates the phenomenal property redp. Since the two states are metaphysically 

distinct, one of them can be instantiated without the other. For example, a subject can 

experience red without instantiating the belief ‘that is red’.  

 

Here are some considerations against one-component conceptualism and in favor of 

two-component conceptualism. First, the standard arguments against conceptualism 

that we discussed in the fourth chapter seem to target one-component conceptualism 

but leave two-component conceptualism untouched. As an example, consider the 

richness argument. According to this argument the repertoire of our sensory 

experiences is much richer than the repertoire of our conceptual capacities. So not all 

perceptual content can be conceptual content. This argument targets one-component 

conceptualism because on this view we cannot have experiences without the 

corresponding concepts. As a result, perceptual content cannot be richer than the 

repertoire of our concepts. But the two-component conceptualist allows non-

conceptual elements in content. There can always be some component in your 

perceptual experience that is not associated with a belief-like conceptual state. In 

principle the conceptual content of your perceptual experience can be less rich than its 

nonconceptual content. So the argument does not target two-component 

conceptualism. Similar points apply to the other standard arguments. In short, we 

should distinguish between the epistemic thesis that conceptual content is required for 

strong reasons and the thesis that there are no non-conceptual elements in perceptual 
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experience. The two-component conceptualist accepts the former thesis but rejects the 

latter. All the standard problems for conceptualism that we discussed earlier target the 

second thesis. So they do not target two-component conceptualism.  

 

The second consideration that favors two-component conceptualism is that we can 

conceive of having sensory experiences without their corresponding conceptual 

content. We can conceive of a situation in which the phenomenal property redp is 

instantiated by a state. More importantly, we can do so without any assumption about 

conceptual content or dispositions to form beliefs with such contents. This gives 

prima facie support to the idea that perceptual experiences without conceptual content 

are possible. The one-component conceptualist needs to explain away the prima facie 

separability of the phenomenal and the conceptual. But the prospects for doing so do 

not seem very promising. This is due to two reasons. First, the phenomenal character 

of a phenomenal state seems to exhaust its nature. If we conceive of an red experience 

Second, at least in the case of simple sensory experiences we can  

 

The two-component conceptualist, on the other hand, holds that the belief-like 

conceptual states and their corresponding experiential marks are metaphysically 

distinct. Thus the two-component conceptualist not only does not have to explain 

away the prima facie separability of the phenomenal and conceptual, she can even 

appeal to it in support of her view.    

 

There are, however, important considerations that favor one-component 

conceptualism. I shall focus on the one that I think is the most significant. The idea, 
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put roughly, is that the two-component solution to our epistemic puzzle is too cheap 

or at best not a genuinely two-component conceptualist solution. The epistemic 

puzzle was the puzzle of accounting for how perceptual experience provides strong 

reasons for beliefs. The two-component conceptualist solves the puzzle by appealing 

to the belief-like conceptual states that are components of perceptual experience. On 

this view, perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs because it has a 

component with conceptual content. But solving the puzzle by adding a component 

that is separate from phenomenal states seems very unsatisfactory. Let me clarify this.  

 

Consider a thin view that, like two-component conceptualism, appeals to belief-like 

states to account for how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs, 

but unlike two-component conceptualism holds that these belief-like states are post-

perceptual. Obviously, such a view needs to account for how perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for these belief-like post-perceptual states. The epistemic task 

for such a view is thus two-fold: first, accounting for how belief-like states provide 

strong reasons for beliefs and second, accounting for how perceptual experience 

provides strong reasons for belief-like states.  

 

A minor difference between two-component conceptualism and the above view is that 

the two-component conceptualist appeals to belief-like conceptual states in explaining 

how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs. This is because on the 

two-component conceptualist view these states are components of perceptual 

experience. However, the view does not provide any explanation for the epistemic 

status of the belief-like states. It seems that two-component conceptualism avoids this 
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task by a cheap maneuver, namely by drawing the boundaries of perceptual 

experience in a manner that belief-like states become components of perceptual 

experience. I think it is reasonable to conclude that the two-component conceptualist 

has not provided a satisfactory solution to our epistemic puzzle yet.  

 

Now, the two-component conceptualist might try to account for the epistemic status 

of belief-like states. But in light of what we have said earlier, it seems that she can 

only do so by appealing to either nonconceptualist rule-based accounts or one-

component conceptualist accounts. But then the view would not be a genuinely two-

component conceptualist one. So the view provides either an incomplete or at best not 

a genuinely two-component conceptualist solution to the epistemic puzzle.  

 

I think it is fair to conclude that neither the one-component nor the two-component 

versions of conceptualism about sensory experiences are satisfactory. The one-

component version of conceptualism is vulnerable to several standard objections. It is 

also incompatible with the intuitive separability of conceptual and sensory states. The 

two-component version of the view, although immune to the standard objections, 

seems epistemically unsatisfactory. It does not deliver on the promise of accounting 

for how perceptual experience provides strong reasons for beliefs.    

 

With this background in mind let us return to the unification thesis. We have 

established that the unity structure of experience is the experiential mark of its 

transcendental content. This idea, as note earlier, can be interpreted in one-component 

and two-component ways. The two-component version of the view would hold that it 
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is possible to have perceptual experiences that have unity structure but like a priori 

conceptual content. But since the two-component theorist accepts the a priori 

dependence thesis she should maintain that in those cases your experience does not 

provide strong reasons for beliefs that involve a priori concepts, e.g., beliefs with 

objective content or beliefs in persistence and change. By contrast, on the one 

component view it is impossible for perceptual experience to have unity structure 

without a priori content. Thus on this view an experience with unity structure always 

provides strong reasons for beliefs that involve a priori concepts.  

 

I believe the one-component version of the view that unity structure is the experiential 

mark of the a priori conceptual content of perceptual experience is in a much better 

position than the two-component version.  For one thing, considerations analogous to 

the ones that favor two-component sensory conceptualism do not favor two-

component a priori conceptualism. First, as I showed in chapter four, the standard 

arguments against one-component conceptualism do not arise for structuralism, 

whether it is one-component or two-component. Thus, the two-component version 

cannot appeal to this factor to support her view.  

 

Second, it is hard to conceive of perceptual experience with unity structure that lacks 

a priori content. We can easily conceive of a subject who experiences C-sharp without 

even a disposition to form the belief that she is experiencing C-sharp. But it is not 

clear that a situation in which one has an experience with, for example, diachronic 

objectual unity without having a disposition to form the belief that one is experiencing 
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a persisting object. So we do not have prima facie support for the idea that unity 

structure without a priori content is possible.  

 

For another thing, like two-component sensory conceptualism, a two-component 

version of structuralism does not seem to provide a satisfactory solution to our 

epistemic problem. If we assume that there are belief-like states with a priori 

conceptual content that are separate from unity structure, we have to account for their 

epistemic status. We need to explain how unity structure provides strong reasons for 

these belief-like states. Simply maintaining that these states are components of 

perceptual experience does not solve the problem; it only hides it.  

This ends my discussion of the one-component and two-component versions of the 

view. The two-component view should be rejected because it does not solve the 

epistemic puzzle that motivates a priori conceptualism. The one-component version 

can sustain the standard objections that target orthodox conceptualism. Since, this is 

the only view that can account for how perceptual experience provides strong reasons 

for beliefs with a priori content we should embrace it. On this view the unity structure 

of perceptual experience is the phenomenal manifestation of its transcendental a priori 

content. This establishes the unification thesis.  

 

Conclusion 

This ends my defense of structuralism. In this chapter I have defended the a priori 

content thesis and the unification thesis. According to the first thesis, perceptual 

experience has some a priori conceptual content. According to the second thesis, the 
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unity structure of perceptual experience is the conscious manifestation of this a priori 

content.  
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A short Conclusion 
 

 

In the course of this dissertation I have developed and defended a broadly Kantian 

account of perceptual experience called structuralism. The main thesis of 

structuralism is that perceptual experience has a structure that is the manifestation of 

its priori content. I have shown that structuralism by provides a unified framework for 

solving two apparently disjoint problems of perceptual intentionality. The first part of 

the dissertation argued that the unity structure of experience is the necessary condition 

under which perceptual experience acquires its proprietary intentional content. The 

second part of the dissertation argued that we have to assume that perceptual 

experience has a priori content in order to provide a satisfactory account of the 

epistemic conditions under which perceptual experience acquires its intentional 

content. It also argued that the unity structure of perceptual experience is the 

phenomenal manifestation of it’s a priori content. Structuralism thus provides a 

unified framework for understanding perceptual intentionality. 
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