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ABSTRACT 

What is 'given in experience' is the phenomenal character that is immediately 

available to the conscious subject when she senses. The doctrine of the given is the 

view that what is given in our experience may play a foundational role in our 

knowledge. This doctrine of the given has been rejected by some as a 'myth.' The aim 

of my dissertation is to develop a notion of the given that is theoretically useful in an 

account of knowledge and that withstands the various attacks that have traditionally 

been logged against it. 

In chapter one I offer a brief historical overview of the given, considering 

motivations for accepting such a notion and identifying six central features that have 

been traditionally attributed to the given. In chapter two I consider and respond to 

arguments against the given as they are logged against each of these six central features. 

In chapter three I consider the major argument against the given that will occupy 

my attention throughout the rest of the work. This argument contends that the given 

cannot play a foundational role in knowledge and rests primarily on a crucial 

assumption, the conceptualist thesis. The conceptualist thesis states that nothing can 

epistemically contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge that is not 

essentially conceptual or belief-like. 

Chapters four through seven are aimed at arguing against the conceptualist 

thesis. In chapter four 1 consider the major arguments in favor of the conceptualist 

thesis. I demonstrate that these arguments are faulty or misguided. In chapter five I 

consider alternative views that suppose experience to be essentially and necessarily 



conceptual. I offer objections to such views and show that the flaws in these views are 

the result of the mistaken assumption of the conceptualist thesis. 

In chapter six I discuss what is represented non-conceptually in experience. 

Given the representational nature of experience I show how a non-conceptual given can 

play an epistemic role in our acquisition of both introspective and perceptual knowledge. 

In chapter seven I show how a non-conceptual given can provide reasons or justification 

for both introspective and perceptual beliefs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The doctrine of the given has fallen on hard times. Indeed, one hardly hears 

mention of the given without the disparaging preface, the myth of the given. 

Philosophers like Wittgenstein, Austin and Seliars have criticized the notion of direct 

and private 'knowings' of sense experience. McDowell, Bonjour, Sellars and Brewer 

have challenged the idea that what is non-conceptual can play an epistemic role in our 

knowledge. Foundationalist views that depend on a notion of the given arc criticized for 

ascribing an epistemic role to something that is taken to be 'merely causa!.' 

In what follows we will reconsider this unpopular doctrine. We will recall some 

of the major motivations for a commitment to such a doctrine (after all, the given has 

had some rather respectable advocates and should not be dismissed lightly). We will 

address some of the major arguments against the given. Finally, we will lay out a 

foundationalist view that highlights the crucial role that the given plays in our 

acquisition and justification of knowledge. 

The 'doctrine of the given' must be distinguished from various notions of the 

given. Chisholm formulated the doctrine well and so I will borrow his formulation here. 

Essentially the doctrine is as follows: 

(A) The knowledge which a person has at any time may be regarded as a structure or 
edifice, many parts and stages of which help to support each other, but which, as 
a whole, is supported by its own foundation. 

(B) The foundation of one's knowledge consists (at least in part) of the apprehension 
of what have been called, variously, 'sensations', "sense-impressions', 
'appearances', 'sensa', 'sense-qualia', and 'phenomena'. These are 'the given' 
elements in knowledge. 
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This 'doctrine of the given' J will sometimes simply refer to as classical 

foundationalisrn} That there is anything 'given' is a matter of debate. In what follows 1 

will defend both that there is a given, and that it plays the foundational role that the 

doctrine of the given suggests. 

Criticism of the doctrine of the given usually runs in two veins. Some arguments 

are specific to one particular view of the given. Austin's attack on sense-data in Sense 

and Sensihillia is a good example of such criticism. However, one could accept 

Austin's arguments, reject sense-data, and yet still hold that there is some view of the 

given that is coherent. Other arguments are directed at a general notion of the given and 

are taken to apply to any theoretical version of the given. These arguments suggest that 

the given cannot play the foundational role that the doctrine of the given suggests, in 

principle. They often depend on the Kantian thesis that anything that is knowledge (or 

potential knowledge) must fall within the realm of concepts and reasons. The given, it is 

pointed out, is not within that realm, for if it was, there would be nothing 'given' about 

it. Thus, because the given is not within the realm of concepts and reasons, it is 

concluded, it can neither contribute to nor offer foundational justification for our 

empirical knowledge. Much of my attention will be directed at responding to this latter 

sort of argument. 

First, however, I must say more about what I mean by 'the given.' This term 

first gained widespread use in philosophical discourse due to C.I. Lewis' use of it in 

' I recognize that the term is philosophically loaded, but keep in mind that my use of the term, rather 
harmlessly (or not so harmlessly as the case may be) refers only to the doctrine of the given as stated 
above. 
^ Wilfrid Sellars and John McDowell both make use of this sort of argument against the given. 
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Mind and World Order. Here he writes, "The two elements to be distinguished in 

knowledge are the concept, which is the product of the activity of thought, and the 

sensuous given, which is independent of such activity."^ Though one may perhaps argue 

that certain a prion judgments are given to the mind, I will follow C.I. Lewis in 

speaking of the sensuous given and will thus concern myself with what is 'given in 

experience.' 

What is 'given in experience' is the phenomenal character that is immediately 

available to the conscious subject when she senses. I recognize that there are some 

extreme eliminitivists who will not grant that there is such a thing as phenomenal 

character. That we have experiences and that these experiences have a certain character 

seems obvious to me; to those who would reject this I can say no more. Still, I have 

used the term 'experience' and not another, with the hope that this will be the most 

theory-neutral of all the terms. 'Qualia', 'sense-data', 'sensations', 'impressions' and 

'percepts' are all technical terms with their own philosophical baggage and so I have 

tried to avoid them. As I have noted, the details of specific accounts of the given are 

varied and arguments against the given often take the form of an argument against one 

particular account or another. Thus, qualia, sense-data, and sensations have all been 

under attack for various reasons. Since I intend only to show that the doctrine of the 

given is, in principle, sound, my arguments will be general and should apply to all 

particular accounts of the given equally well. 

^ C.I. Lewis, Mind and the World Order (Dover Publications, New York, 1929) p. 37. 
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Let me reemphasize that the account of the given that I am defending is meant to 

be as theory-neutral as possible, at least in the first half of this work. 1 recognize that my 

language at times may seem to favor one account over another, but I hope that where 

this is alarming, you will give me the benefit of the doubt. In order to be clear on how 

non-committal I am on certain issues, 1 will review them briefly here. I am not 

committed either to an adverbial or an act/object account of experience. I am not 

committed to there being isolatable 'atoms' of experience. I am neutral on whether 

phenomenal character is entirely representational or not. And finally, I am not 

committed to any one theory of perception (though in the latter chapters. I am afraid my 

preferences for certain views will become more apparent.) 

In defending the given, and presupposing phenomenal character, I am not 

assuming an act/object analysis of experience, whereby every contentfiil experience 

involves an internal object of which the sensing subject is aware. There may or may not 

be such objects of experience. Though I will sometimes speak of 'having an 

experience,' this is only for convenience, and the adverbial theorist may perform the 

necessary conversions of the phrase without any cost to my arguments. Thus, where I 

speak of S's having red experiences, he may translate this into 'S's experiencing red-ly.' 

I believe that adverbial accounts of experience are not incompatible with the doctrine of 

the given, though on such views what is given is not an internal object, but the 

phenomenal character which is determined by how the subject is sensing. 

One may be uncomfortable with my use of 'red experiences' for another reason. 

It is often urged that when we introspect we find no isolatable red-experiences. 
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Experience, it is argued, is more unified and more diverse than that. At any moment, 

sights, sounds and smells assail one's senses and the totality of one's felt experience 

cannot be broken down into sensory atoms like 'red', 'round', or 'loud.' This seems 

reasonable enough—1 have never actually had an isolated red experience myself It is 

quite likely that what is given in experience is much more holistic than talk of 'red 

experiences' implies. Still, for simplicity's sake, it is more convenient to talk of 'red 

experiences' and what we can know about them, than to talk about the unified conscious 

experience of an individual at a particular time. 

Another matter that bears on my analysis concerns the nature of phenomenal 

content. There has been much debate recently about phenomenal character. 

Representationalists urge that phenomenal character is entirely exhausted by its 

representational or intentional content. Thus, on this view, two visual experiences that 

are representationally identical will be phenomenally identical. Others have argued that 

there is something more to phenomenal character than representational content. They 

assert that there is an intrinsic sensuous character to our experiences which may partly 

determine representational content, but which is distinct from that representational 

content. Whether or not there is a 'what-it-feels-like-content' that is distinct from 

representational content is a matter that need not be settled here. My arguments in 

defense of the given should run no matter what side of this debate you come down on. 

One important note, however, in Chapter 6 I will argue for the possibility of non-

conceptual phenomenal content. I will argue that non-conceptual experiential content is 



14 

generally representational. This still leaves open the possibility that representational and 

phenomenal properties are not identical, though I am inclined to think that they are. 

Finally, the arguments for different theories of perception are several and 

diverse. One might think that it is impossible to defend a notion of the given without 

thereby committing oneself to one theory or another. Indeed, some theories of 

perception seem to go much more naturally w^ith a notion of the given. For example, 

sense-data accounts, whereby we perceive external objects through our direct 

acquaintance with sense-data, seem to be prime examples of views that imply or 

presuppose a notion of the given. Though it is true that some theories of perception are 

more compatible with a notion of the given than others, my initial defense of the given 

will be neutral with respect to these varying theories of perception. The positive 

foundationalist view that I conclude with will incorporate the theory of perception that I 

prefer, but I think my view could be easily modified to accommodate any theory of 

perception. 

One way to distinguish various theories of perception is to answer what it is that 

we perceive on each view. On naive realism what arc perceived are mind-independent 

objects in the world; and these are perceived directly, unmediated by awareness of 

sensory representations. On what is sometimes called representative realism, we do not 

directly perceive external objects; we directly perceive the effects of these external 

objects through sense-data, sensations, or impressions.** 

It is important to note that the term 'sense-data' was originally conceived to be a theory-neutral term to 
refer to the objects of our experience. It was considered to be an open question whether sense-data were 
internal or external, pubhc or private, and whether or not they could persist unperceived. 
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Representative realists usually appeal to the argument from illusion in support of 

their view. When I hallucinate a red tomato, I have an experience as if a red tomato 

were in front of me. And yet, there is no physical object in front of me. In such cases 

what I am perceiving, it is argued, is my impression or sensation as of a red tomato. 

Further, they argue, a unified theory of perception will hold that there is no significant 

difference in our perceiving of a red tomato and our hallucinating a red tomato other 

than the fact that, in the former instance, the tomato really is there. Thus, it is 

concluded, in all cases of perception what are perceived are my representations or 

impressions of physical objects and not the objects themselves. 

NaiVe realists contend that what I perceive when I see a red tomato is the red 

tomato—^the publicly observable physical object. When I experience red, I experience it 

as being a quality of the tomato. Even on introspection, the quality that I am 

experiencing looks to be a property of the tomato and not a property of my experience. I 

do not experience my experience as red; I experience the tomato as red. I do not have 

impressions and infer objects from them. Thus, I can say that my perception of the red 

tomato is unmediated by any sensation or impression of a red tomato, but is instead, 

direct. 

One may think that in order to buy into a notion of the given while maintaining 

naive realism, one must accept that physical objects are given, because, on this view, 

physical objects are what are perceived. But this looks problematic. The given is 

supposed to be cognitive in that it is said to provide us with reasons or justifications for 

certain perceptual beliefs. If it were cognitive, we would be able to manipulate it 
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mentally, that is, it could enter into our beliefs in a very direct way, and yet I cannot 

mentally manipulate actual tomatoes. It is not the tomato itself that I reason with. For 

those who conclude that the given cannot be external, it may seem that naive realism (or 

a notion of the given) is thereby false. 

But this does not follow. The given does not need to be identified with the 

objects of perception. What I perceive may be physical objects, but these might not be 

what are 'given.' On an intentional view of perception, I am directly aware of objects in 

my environment and aware of these by virtue of the contents of experience. On such a 

view, I do not experience my experiences, nor do I infer the existence of objects from 

them. And yet there is a phenomenal character of experience (again, on this view the 

character is not what is perceived) which can still serve the role of the given. Thus, one 

can maintain that physical objects are perceived while concluding that the objects 

themselves are not what is 'given in experience.' I do not here mean to be promoting 

nai ve realism, I only wish to show that such a view is compatible with a notion of the 

given. ̂  

In what follows I hope to defend both a general notion of the given and the 

doctrine of the given. Remember that these must be kept as distinct notions, since the 

doctrine of the given presupposes a notion of the given, and maintains further that the 

^One final note on this matter: a naive realist might be uncomfortable with a notion of 'direct 
acquaintance' or 'direct access' to the given. For such, let us distinguish these notions from that of 'direct 
perception' and maintain that we directly pcrceive objects in the world. Our direct acquaintance or our 
direct access to the given is not to be construed on a perceptual model—we do not perceive our 
phenomenal content, but it is through that content that we perceive the world (again, this does not mean 
we infer objects from experience). In this sense, we may be directly acquainted with the given though it 
may be transparent on introspection. That is, in attending to what my phenomenal content is like, I am 
attending to what my experience of the external world is like. 



17 

given can play a foundational role in the acquisition and justification of our empirical 

knowledge. Briefly, I will proceed as follows. 

In chapter one I will offer a brief historical overview of the given, consider some 

motivations for accepting a notion of the given, and then identify five central features 

that the given is often taken to have. 

In chapter two I will consider arguments against the given as they are lodged 

against each of these five central features. 

In chapter three I will consider the major arguments against the given that will 

occupy my attention throughout the rest of the work. These arguments, lodged against 

the doctrine of the given, contend that the given cannot play a foundational role in 

knowledge and thus, any notion of the 'given of experience' is necessarily false. After 

reviewing these arguments I will lay out my response as I plan to present it in the 

chapters that follow. 

Chapters four, five, six and seven will be aimed at arguing against the claim that, 

if the given is not conceptual, it cannot enter in to, or justify, our empirical knowledge. 

In chapter four I will respond to arguments for the claim that only what is essentially 

conceptual can play an empirical role in knowledge. In chapter five I will consider 

alternative views that suppose experience to be essentially and necessarily conceptual. I 

will then offer some objections to such views. In chapter six I will illustrate how a non-

conceptual given can play an epistemic role in our acquisition of both introspective and 

perceptual knowledge. Finally, in chapter seven I will show how a non-conceptual 

given can provide reasons or justification for both introspective and perceptual beliefs. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LEGEND OF THE GIVEN" 

Introduction 
There are various accounts of the nature of the given in traditional epistemology. 

Some have taken the given to be impressions or sensations, some sense-data and others 

physical objects themselves. What is 'given to the mind' is thought to have various 

characteristics that distinguish it from what is 'added by the mind.' To understand 

recent arguments against a notion of the given and where they succeed and fail, it will be 

useful to first understand how the given has been traditionally conceived. That is, we 

must understand what role the given plays in traditional epistemology and what 

distinguishes it from other sources of knowledge. 

A complete reconstruction of how the given has been historically conceived 

would be an extensive project. The project, though a worthy one, is not one that I will 

undertake here. Still, it will be useful to have a thumbnail sketch of the views of a few 

historical philosophers to see what common themes and motivations we can find in their 

conception of the given. In roughly laying out the views of the philosophers I will 

discuss, I do not take myself to be representing the subtleties of their philosophical 

views or their particular motivations for accepting the given. Indeed, it would be ill-

conceived to undertake to do so in such a brief discussion. Nor, in extracting out certain 

features of their various accounts, am I discovering the unique thing that deserves to be 

called 'the historical given.' Still, I hope to discover certain commonalties between the 

'' I am borrowing this title from William S. Robinson. As he notes in his article by the same name, to say 
of a thing that it is a 'myth" implies that the thing does not exist. However, to say that it is a legend 
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various views that will give us some insight into the given as it has been traditionally 

conceived. 1 will focus my attention on the views of Descartes, Hume, Russell and C.I 

Lewis. 

Descartes wondered what he could be certain of. He found that his senses had 

often deceived him in the past. He was troubled by the possibility of widespread 

deception with respect to his beliefs. Plagued by skeptical worries, Descartes 

determined to doubt everything that he could not be certain of. The cogito, "I think, 

therefore, I am," was the first belief to survive this method of doubt. Descartes held that 

even if he were being deceived by an evil genius, he could still be certain that he was 

thinking and, therefore, that he existed. For Descartes, thinking includes not just 

understanding, willing or imagining, but also sensory awareness. These are the things 

"J 

that Descartes thought he could be certain about. 

Hume distinguishes between impressions and ideas. Impressions, for example, 

sensations or emotions, are more forceful and vivacious then ideas. My impression of 

pain at the moment 1 am experiencing it has more force then the idea of pain when I 

recall it later in memory. Sensation, or sensory perception, is a process that is entirely 

passive and receptive. For Hume, as with other empiricists, all of our ideas are derived 

implies neither that it exists, nor that it doesn't exist. Whether there is something that plays the role of 
'given' is an open question that we will look to answer in the remainder of this paper. 
^ In Principles of Philosophy, Descartes explains, "By the term 'thought', I understand everytliing which 
we are aware of as happening within us, in so far as we have awareness of it. Hence, thinking is to be 
identified here.,. also with sensory awareness. For if I say 'I am seeing, or I am walking, therefore I 
exist', and take this as applying to vision or walking as bodily activities, then the conclusion is not 
absolutely certain. This is because, as often happens during sleep, it is possible for me to think that I am 
seeing or walking, though my eyes are closed and I am not moving about; such thoughts might even be 
possible if I had no body at all. But if I take 'seeing' or 'walking' to apply to the actual sense or 
awareness of seeing or walking, then the conclusion is quite certain, since it relates to the mind, which 
alone has the sensation or thought that it is seeing or walking." Vol. I, p. 195. 



20 

from impressions (or experience). Specifically, when we have an impression, there is a 

copy taken by the mind, a simple idea. We can combine these in various ways to form 

complex ideas and even judgments. Thus, our impressions, given to the mind, serve as a 

basis for all of our ideas. From these basics, we derive everything that we can think 

about. Hume is careful to note, with Descartes, that it is only perceptions, or 

appearances, that we can be certain of, and that these serve as foundations for all of our 

o 

other beliefs. 

More recently, Russell revived the notion of the given in the form of 'sense-

data.' On Russell's view, acquaintance is necessary for knowledge. His principle of 

acquaintance states, "Every proposition which we can understand must be composed 

wholly of constituents of which we are acquainted."^ For Russell, acquaintance with an 

object gives certain and indubitable knowledge of that object. Since there is a 

possibility of sensory illusion, we cannot be acquainted with external objects. Because 

acquaintance for Russell is a relation, he must explain exactly what it is we are 

acquainted with. This leads Russell to posit sense-data. Sense-data are what are known 

immediately and directly through sensation. Since I have direct, sensory knowledge 

only of my own sense-data, and not of physical objects, there must be another way of 

knowing of physical objects besides acquaintance. On Russell's view, I know these 

things by description. Thus, for Russell, our knowledge of the world rests on a 

foundation of sense-data of which we are directly acquainted. 

^ Hume: "The only existences, of which we are certain, are perceptions, which being immediately present 
to us by consciousness, command our strongest assent, and are the first foundations of all our 
conclusions." Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Sec. II, Part iv. 
'Russell(1912), 58. 
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C.I. Lewis was one of the first to use the term 'the given' to refer to the character 

of experience that is unadulterated by our theories and conceptual schemes. 

Distinguishing between the given and our interpretations of it, he writes, "There are in 

our cognitive experience, two elements, the immediate data such as those of sense, 

which are presented or given to the mind, and a form, construction or interpretation, 

which represents the activity of thought." He argues that this must be so, for if 

nothing were given to the mind, we would have no content as a basis for knowledge, 

there would be nothing of which our knowledge could be true or false. There must also 

be interpretation, he argued, for us to be able to think about our experiences and for 

there to be any possibility of error. 

Descartes, Hume, Russell and Lewis are all concerned with empirical 

knowledge, and the given has a role to play in each of their conceptions of how we 

acquire this knowledge. Descartes looks to the given as the only thing that is immune 

from doubt, as the only thing that we can be certain of and base other knowledge on. 

Hume finds that the source of all our knowledge must be traced to impressions, so the 

given has a primary role in our acquiring of knowledge about the world. Russell notes 

that to understand a proposition, we must be acquainted with its constituents. This 

requires direct and immediate knowledge of the things that we are acquainted with. The 

given serves just this role in the acquaintance relation. Lewis holds that something must 

be given to the mind in order for empirical knowledge to have content at all; our 

interpretations are what make it possible to err in our perceptual beliefs. All of these 

C.I. Lewis (1929), 38. 
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philosophers hold that our empirical knowledge somehow presupposes, or is dependent 

upon, our knowledge of the given. 

Motivating the Legend 

There are at least three major motivations for accepting a notion of the given." 

The first I will call the conception of world-connectedness. The second is closely 

related to the first; it is the need for foundations in our structure of justification, or 

foundationalism about justification. The third, often emphasized by philosophers of 

mind, is based on phenomenological considerations and usually invokes the notion of 

direct acquaintance or apprehension. 

First, let me addresses world-connectedness. We all have individual systems of 

beliefs. Empirical beliefs make up a large part of that system. We like to think that, for 

the most part, our beliefs get us at the world. One plausible explanation for this is that 

the world impacts us in certain ways; that it is the cause of our perceptions of it. Thus, 

we invoke the distinction between what is given to the mind and what is added by the 

mind. That is, what is given to the mind is what impacts us directly in our perception of 

the world. This impact is thought to be independent of the operations of our will or 

intellect. We add to the given of our perception our concepts and beliefs. We 

rationalize and make sense of the world by applying these concepts to what is given 

from the world through perception. If nothing were given to the mind, one might argue, 

the world would not be able to impact us in the way necessary for empirical 
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12 knowledge. Our system of beliefs, however internally consistent, need not 'get at' the 

world at all, for there would be no external constraints on our thinking. The 'given' of 

perception ensures that our belief systems have empirical content—that they are not 

"spinning in a frictionless void".''^ 

Now let us consider the need for foundations in our structure of justification.'"* 

To illustrate this requirement, foundationalists often appeal to the regress problem. This 

problem is taken to show that inferential justification must come to an end with a belief 

or experience whose justification does not depend on the justification of some other 

belief So, for example, if I am asked to justify my belief in p, I may respond with my 

belief q, which inferential ly justifies my belief p. To justify q, I may appeal to my belief 

r. This appeal to justifying beliefs must either go on ad infinitum, must end with beliefs 

that mutually support each other, must end in beliefs that are not themselves justified or 

must terminate with basic beliefs or experiential states. 

The first alternative proposes an infinite regress in the inferential justification of 

a belief That is, I would need to appeal to another belief to justify each belief in the 

chain of justification and this appeal to beliefs would not cease. To be clear on what this 

position commits us to, we need to keep in mind the distinction between being justified 

in holding a belief and being able to justify that belief. Thus, we need not require that a 

" I am here only offering possible motivations for accepting a view of the given, and not defending them. 
Some of the views that are presupposed by these motivations are as holly contended as the notion of the 
given itself. 

See C.I. Lewis (1928) and (1952). 
McDowell (1994). 
In discussing foundationahsm about justification I am isolating one motivation from a much larger 

system of foundationalists motivations. The system of motivations stems from the 'doctrine of the given' 
as laid out in my introduction. It is what leads C.I. Lewis to write, "Our empirical knowledge rises as a 
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person be able to offer an infinite number of beliefs in order to be justified in holding a 

belief (though this may be necessary to show that he is justified). Still, since the 

justification of each belief depends on another belief, and so on infinitely, then, on this 

view, one would need to hold an infinite number of beliefs. This seems highly 

implausible. 

On the second alternative, justification is not linear. Beliefs are justified by their 

coherence with other beliefs or with the belief system in general. Foundationalists note 

two related problems with this view. First, justification of this sort looks circular. There 

seems to be no way to get the justification of the belief system off the ground. Second, 

this view may divorce justification from the empirical world. The 'isolation objection' 

to coherentism reminds us that belief systems that are internally consistent or coherent 

need not reflect the world. Thus, my belief system p, q, and r, may cohere just as well 

as the alternative belief system not-p, not-q, and not-r, while only one belief system 

reflects the way the world really is. It seems part of our conception of justification that 

being justified in holding a belief means that that belief is more likely to be true, but this 

is not necessarily so for coherence theories if the isolation objection holds. 

The third alternative is that our chain of inferential justification terminates in 

beliefs that are not themselves justified. This view is widely unpopular, however, 

because it is difficult to see how our beliefs could derive their justification from 

structure of enormous complexity, most parts of which are stabilized in measure by their mutual support, 
but all of which rest, at bottom on direct findings of sense." 

In rehearsing alternative solutions to the regress problem and indicating some possible objections to 
these alternatives, 1 do not take myself to be offering decisive arguments in support of any particular 
theory of justification. Defenses of the above alternatives abound in the epistemological literature and the 
dispute over which account of justification is the correct one is in no way settled. 
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unjustified beliefs. If I am not justified in believing there are aliens, for example, it 

seems that I am also not justified in believing that I will be picked up by some later this 

evening. 

On the forth alternative, the justification for our beliefs terminates in basic 

beliefs or experiential states whose justification does not depend inferentially on other 

beliefs. These beliefs or states are usually taken to be 'self-justified.' Of course, one 

needs an account of what it is for a belief or state to be self-justified, and what sorts of 

beliefs or states qualify as basic. Many epistemologists who accept the need for 

foundations appeal to observational givens to play the role of basic beliefs or states. 

Philosophers have also been motivated to accept some conception of the given 

based on introspection of their own phenomenal experience. These philosophers argue 

that we can 'locate' the given through introspection, and that we can do so in a uniquely 

direct way. Price suggests that when we remove from our visual experience of a thing 

everything that could be doubted, we are left with a color patch. We may doubt what it 

is—whether a substance or a property and whether it persists after we cease to 

experience it—but we cannot doubt that we are experiencing it, because we are 

conscious of it directly.'^ Moore similarly suggests that we can 'pick out' the given. If I 

look at my right hand, I see what I would identify as the surface of my hand. But, 

Moore argues, on further reflection, I can see that it is possible to doubt whether this 

Price (1932). 
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thing that 1 am picking out is identical with the surface of my hand. This thing that I 

have picked out, that 1 am 'directly perceiving,' Moore identifies as sense-data." 

Recently, proponents of qualia or phenomenal properties have argued along 

similar lines. They argue that there is a unique content of experience, known only by 

experience—a 'what it feels like.' Like Moore and Price, they help us to 'pick out' 

instances of these phenomenal properties by asking us to consider our own experiences. 

Imagine what it feels like to see green, to eat a strawberry, to smell popcorn; the 'what it 

feels like' can be identified with the phenomenal character of our experience. This 

character makes uniquely phenomenal knowledge possible. For instance, in Frank 

Jackson's well-known Mary argument, he argues that Mary, a color scientist who has 

never yet experienced color herself, learns something new when she experiences red for 

the first time. This new thing she learns is 'what it feels like' to see red. David 

Chalmers argues that "our conscious experience lies at the center of our epistemic 

universe, we have access to it directly."'^ They contend that we know about 

phenomenal properties, at least in part, because we have them; their character is revealed 

directly in experience. Lawrence BonJour, in a revision of his previous views, writes, 

"The idea of the given applies only to conscious beings and what is given is all and only 

the contents of conscious experience. To deny the given is to feign unconsciousness."'^ 

Thus, proponents of various versions of the given suggest that its character is 

revealed in experience. That there is such phenomenal character, they assert, should be 

obvious to anyone who has conscious experience. 

•'Moore (1925), 217. 
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The Given: Some Defining Characteristics 

There are six characteristics of the given as it has been historically conceived 

that I will discuss here. Again, let me emphasize that conceptions of the given vary 

widely from philosopher to philosopher and that these six characteristics are by no 

means universally accepted in the various notions of the given, though most conceptions 

do incorporate at least some of these characteristics. Also, it is important to note that 

many of the recent attacks on the given have taken the form of a refutation of one or 

more of the characteristics that I will discuss below. We will examine these attacks in 

the following chapter. Briefly, the six characteristics of the given are as follows: 

• Direct acquaintance: the character of the given is thought to be known directly 
and non-inferentially. 

• Infallibility, knowledge of the given is thought to be infallible. Believing that 
one is being appeared to in a particular way entails being appeared to in that way. 

• Transparency: the given is thought to be transparent. Being appeared to in a 
particular way entails knowing that you are appeared to in that particular way.'" 

• Non-conceptual character: concepts and interpretation do not enter into what is 
given in experience. The given is theory-neutral. 

• Unmediated access: our access to the given is immediate. It is not acquired and 
presupposes no other knowledge. 

Chalmers (1996), 196. 
" BonJour (2000), 470. 

1 use the term 'transparent' in this way following Wilfrid Sellars' use of it in Empiricism and the 
Philosophy of Mind. This sense of the term 'transparent' is to be distinguished from the term as it is used 
in debates about representationalism. In those debates, experience is said to be 'transparent' in the sense 
that it is the world we are aware of in experience, not our own experiences. 
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• Awareness of Sorts (AOS): we can be aware of an experience type as an 
experience of that t5q?e simply by having the token sensation. For example, I am 
aware of the tj^e 'red' when I experience a particular shade of red. 

Direct Acquaintance 

On the traditional view, we are directly acquainted with the given. When we 

have a percept or sensation it is said to be 'before our minds' in the sense that we are 

21 directly confronted with our experience without the intercession of any intermediaries. 

When I see red, for example, there is nothing that seems to come between me and my 

perception of red. This is how we are meant to understand direct acquaintance. The 

problem here is that, to the layperson, it seems that we are directly acquainted with 

objects in the world. I am inclined to maintain that I am directly confronted with the 

keyboard in front of me—also without the intercession of any intermediaries. In order 

to identify what exactly is given in experience, and whether, for example, the keyboard 

quali fies, we need to have a clearer understanding of the notion of direct acquaintance. 

Though proponents of direct acquaintance are notoriously vague on exactly what 

this acquaintance relation is, different philosophers have emphasized different key 

elements of the relation. Some have pointed out that the given is self-presenting, or 

immediate. Others have emphasized that direct acquaintance gives us privileged access. 

Some have asserted that beliefs acquired through direct acquaintance are certain or 

One might be inchned to say that a notion of the given that is compatible with adverbial theory cannot 
be one in which we are 'directly acquainted' with the given. Admittedly, this choice of words is 
unfortunate because 'acquaintance' is a relation; and again, adverbial theorists want to deny a subject-act-
object view of perception. But the notion of acquaintance can be accommodated on the adverbial theory: 
when I am sensing red-ly, we may say that I have direct access to the way in which I am sensing. 

Recall that naiVe realism holds that we are directly acquainted with objects in the world. 
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infallible. And still others have emphasized that direct acquaintance puts us in a special 

epistemic position, maintaining that direct acquaintance is warrant-conferring or 

knowledge-conferring.^^ We will discuss each of these different emphases in turn. 

Moore, in discussing the self-presenting nature of the given introduces the 

concept of direct apprehension when he writes, "I shall express this relation, which I 

certainly do have to a sensible when I actually see or hear it... by saying there is in my 

mind a direct apprehension of it."""^ H.H. Price described the awareness of the given as 

awareness, "not reached by inference, nor by any other intellectual process (such as 

abstraction or intuitive induction), nor by any passage from sign to significate."'" 

Further, Hume and Russell point out that the given is immediately apprehended in a way 

that physical objects are not.^^ 

Many philosophers have emphasized that we have privileged access to the given 

of our own experience in that our knowledge is, in principle, superior to the knowledge 

of others on this matter. Brentano asserts that this sort of privileged access is a defining 

characteristic of the mental.^" Moore and Price also stress the private aspect of the 

acquaintance relation as it applies to the mental, highlighted in the following quotations: 

It has been suggested, namely, that any entity, which can be directly known by 
one mind is a mental entity, and is "in the mind" of the person in question, and 

For an excellent discussion of various views regarding direct acquaintance see Alston (1971). 
'••Moore (1922). 173. 
" Price (1932), 3. 

See Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, Book 1, section ii and Russell (1912) 11. 
He explains, "It is a further general characteristic of all mental phenomena that they are perceived only 

in inner consciousness... But inner perception has still another characteristic, apart from the special nature 
of its object, which distinguishes it; namely, that immediate, infallible self-evidence, which pertains to it 
alone among all the cases in which we know objects of experience. Thus, if we say that mental 
phenomena are those grasped by means of inner perception, we have accordingly said their perception is 
immediately evident." F. Brentano (1964). 
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also, conversely, that all mental entities can be directly known only by a single 
mind.^^ 

It is one such essential feature of what the word "mind" means that minds are 
private; that one's own mind is something with which one is directly 
acquainted—nothing more so—but that the mind of another is something which 
one is unable directly to introspect."' 

Thus, direct acquaintance is that relation that distinguishes our access to our own minds 

from our access to the minds of others. 

Many philosophers have emphasized that, because we have direct access to our 

experiences, our beliefs about them are certain. In addition to ^certain,'' words like 

indubitable' 'infallible' and 'incorrigible' abound in the discussion of our access to the 

given.^'^ Recall that Descartes held that he could not be mistaken about his beliefs with 

respect to appearances. Locke asserts that, "Man cannot conceive himself capable of 

greater certainty than to know that any idea in his mind is such as he perceives it to 

be." '' Russell maintains that it is a nccessary condition of acquaintance that we have 

immediate and infallible knowledge of what we are acquainted with. And Aver writes, 

"If someone is directly aware of an object x, it follows that x exists and that it really has 

whatever properties it is appearing to have."^^ As we shall discuss later, this notion of 

certainty or incorrigibility is central to traditional conceptions of the given. I am 

discussing it here, however, to highlight how different philosophers have employed it in 

Moore (1909). 
C.L Lewis (1964). 332. 
See Alston (1989) Ch. 10 for a discussion on the subtle differences between these terms. 
Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, IV, ii. 
He writes, "This docs not necessarily mean acquaintance gives us propositional knowledge, since our 

judgments can go wrong. The knowledge acquaintance gives us is essentially simpler than knowledge of 
truths, though we do know a truth about what we are acquainted with." Russell (1912), 46. 
"Ayer(1940). 
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order to make sense of direct acquaintance. On this view, we are not really directly 

acquainted with a thing if it is possible for us to be mistaken about that thing. 

Some philosophers have stressed that the sensing subject is in a special epistemic 

position with respect to the given when she is directly acquainted with her experiences.^^ 

Thus, Russell speaks of knowledge by acquaintance-. Shoemaker of direct knowledge', 

Alston of self-warrant; and Chisholm of self-presenting propositions that are evident or 

'XC 

self-justified. Different philosophers have characterized the source of this sort of self-

justification or direct knowledge differently. Some have relied on the certainty or 

indubitability of beliefs about the given. Others have urged that because of the meaning 

of words that are suited to report our experiences, such as 'pain', it does not make sense 

to question others' reports of their own experiences.^® Unfortunately, various 

conceptions of self-justification or direct knowledge have been hotly disputed, and since 

most of these conceptions seem to ultimately depend on the notion of direct 

acquaintance, it is difficult to see how tliey can illuminate this notion without appeal to 

one of the other conditions we have discussed above. 

Recall that there are at least three reasons for accepting the given. The given 

ensures that we have empirical access to the world, it serves as a foundation of 

justification for our knowledge, and it is something of which we are said to be 

introspectively aware. It is easy to see why the condition of direct acquaintance with the 

given is important for fulfilling the requirements of these motivations. That is, the fact 

Some hold that it is our beliefs about the given that are epistemically privileged, others that it is only our 
access to the given itself. C.I. Lewis and Russell held that when we make any judgments about the given, 
the possibility of error arises. 

Russell (1912), Shoemaker (1963), Alston (1971). Chisholm (1970). 
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that the given is self-presenting or immediate indicates that it is imposed on us by the 

world and not by our subjective attitudes. The notion of direct acquaintance helps us to 

make sense of what sorts of beliefs or states can serve as foundationally basic in our 

structure of justification. If direct acquaintance with the given confers knowledge or 

justification with respect to a certain class of beliefs about the given or to the given 

itself, then these beliefs or experiential states can play the basic role that a 

foundationalist theory requires. Finally, the notion of direct acquaintance gives us 

insight into what it is to be introspectively aware of the given and why we seem to be so 

compelled to acknowledge the qualitative character of our experience. 

Infallibility 

Proponents of the given have often maintained that beliefs directly about the 

given are infallible or certain. " Recall, one primary motivation for accepting that the 

given could serve as foundational was the argument from illusion. On this argument, I 

can be mistaken about my computer being in front of me (perhaps it is merely an 

hallucination) but I cannot be mistaken about the computer-like appearance that 1 

believe I am experiencing. We see this argument formulated clearly in Descartes and 

echoed by many philosophers since. They write: 

Finally, I am the same who feels, that is to say, who perceives certain things, as 
by the organs of sense since in truth I see light. I hear noise, I feel heat. But it 
will be said that these phenomena are false and that I am dreaming. Let it be so; 

'®Ayer(1950). 
Recall that some philosophers hold that, though our access to the given gives us a sort of non-

propositional knowledge that we cannot be mistaken about, we can err any time we form a belief or 
judgment about the given. See C.I. Lewis (1946) and Russell (1912). 
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it is at least quite certain that it seems to me that I see light, that I hear noise and 
that I feel heat. This cannot be false... 

Subtract in what we say that we see, hear, or otherwise learn from direct 
experience, all that conceivably could be mistaken.-, the remainder is the given 
content of experience inducing this belief.^^ 

...when I judge that I feel warm or that I have a visual presentation of a table... I 
still cannot help being absolutely certain of the truth of these propositions and I 
do not think that I ought to be otherwise... As we have seen, it is however hardly 
possible to claim this absolute certainty for judgments about physical objects, 
and, as we shall see, there are similar difficulties in claiming it for judgments 
about minds other than my own.^'^ 

Here our infallible access to the given is contrasted with our access to physical 

objects. Our beliefs about the latter can be mistaken, in fact, they often are, but it is 

difficult to see how we can be wrong about our own experiences. Even if we are subject 

to all manner of illusion or deception on the grand scale that Descartes envisages, we 

cannot be wrong about the stuff of the illusion, the appearances. 

Why might Descartes make such a claim? For him, it was a priori, but the 

contrast between beliefs about physical objects and beliefs about appearances is 

supported in our own experience. We often falsify our beliefs about physical objects. 

We are told that the ball we took to be red is actually white though illuminated by red 

lighting. We know that the stick that looks bent when placed in water is in fact straight. 

But beliefs about appearances seem to work differently. We rarely, if ever, falsify those 

beliefs. Thus, in addition to being infallible, beliefs about the given are also often taken 

to be indubitable (immune from doubt) or incorrigible (they cannot be shown to be 

wrong). 

Descartes, Meditations, 11. 
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With respect to indubitability, H.H. Price describes the red, round appearance 

that is directly present to his consciousness when he senses a tomato. He writes, "What 

the red patch is, whether a substance or a state of a substance.. .we may doubt about. 

But that something is red then and there I cannot doubt." C.I. Lewis argues that "there 

could be no doubt about the presented content of experience at the time when it is given, 

thought it would be possible to tell lies about it." N. Malcom maintains that others may 

doubt when we are in pain, but we cannot. And Ayer argues that it is in the meaning of 

certain statements that a person makes about himself, that we are not entitled to 

contradict him. Thus, so long as a person maintains that he is having a red experience, 

we cannot concur with anyone who says otherwise. These philosophers emphasize 

that we cannot doubt that we are right about our own experiences. 

Transparency 

The transparency condition, as 1 have formulated it, requires that being appeared 

to in a particular way entails knowing that you are appeared to in that particular way. 

Thus, not only can we not be mistaken about the given of experience, we cannot be 

ignorant of it either. The following quotes illustrate this transparency condition nicely: 

For since all actions and sensations of the mind are known to us by 
consciousness, they must necessarily appear in every particular what they are, 
and be what they appear."'^ 

^"C.I. Lewis (1946). 182-183. 
•^A-CEwing (1951), 380. 

Price (1932), C.I. Lewis (1946), Malcom (1963, 1967), Ayer (1963). 
Hume, A Treatise On Human Nature, 1, iv, 2. 
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It requires only to be stated to be admitted, that when I know, I must know that 1 
know, when I feel, I must know that I feel, when I desire, I must know that I 
desire. The knowledge, the feelings, the desires are possible only under the 
conditions of being known, and being known by me."^^ 

One may think that this transparency condition is entailed by the notions of direct 

knowledge or self-warrant that direct acquaintance was said to provide. But this is not 

so. We need an additional premise to get to the transparency condition. Recall, that on 

some conceptions, direct acquaintance with the given is taken to ensure that, if we form 

judgments or beliefs of a particular type about the given, those beliefs will be self-

justified or directly known. But this does not suppose that we do form beliefs of that 

type for eveiy instance of the given. The transparency condition, on the other hand, 

does require that we form just such beliefs, since it is reasonable to assume that 

believingp is a prerequisite for knowingp, and the transparency condition maintains 

that the given is always known by the perceiving subject."^ 

Those that are reluctant to agree that there are any judgments that are entirely 

self-warranted may still maintain a weaker version of the transparency condition. On 

this weaker view, being appeared to in a particular way entails believing (as opposed to 

knowing) that you arc appeared to in that particular way. Some have maintained that a 

necessary condition of sensory awareness is that one have a belief or judgment that one 

is in a particular mental state."*"^ On this view, not all mental states are transparent in this 

Sir William Hamilton (1860) Lect XI. 133. 
Of course, we must keep in mind the distinction between occurent and dispositional beliefs. Perhaps 

one need not hold that, for every conscious state, we are having a multitude of occurent beliefs that 
represent that state; only that we have those beliefs dispositionally. 

On "Higher-Order Thought' theories of consciousness, for example, a mental state will be conscious iff 
it is accompanied by a thought about that state. Rosenthal writes, "The occurrence of such a higher-order 
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weaker sense, but all conscious mental states are. On the weaker transparency 

condition, then, there is still a f urther question of whether what is given in experience is 

known rather than merely believed. 

Non-conceptual character 

Closely related to the notion of direct acquaintance is the notion of the non-

conceptual character of the given. This notion maintains that our access to the given is 

not mediated by concepts. It is somehow 'pure', unadulterated by theory or conceptual 

schema. C.I. Lewis writes, "There is in all experience that element which we are aware 

we do not create by thinking and cannot, in general, displace or alter.The given is 

said to be at that point where our mind makes contact with the world. As such, it is 

thought to be the sort of thing that is theory neutral. Different bits of the given might 

have different degrees of salience, depending on theory and interpretation. Those who 

hold different theories might choose to ignore some experience and to highlight others in 

order to confirm their various theories. In that sense, it seems that we may literally see 

what we want to see. Still, the given is supposed to ensure that there is some constraint 

on what is observed; two people experiencing a red light might interpret it differently, 

might see it differently in one sense, and yet, it is not true, that they can see anything at 

thought makes us conscious of the mental state; so the state we are conscious of is a conscious state. 
Similarly, when no such higher-order thought occurs, we are unaware of being in the mental state in 
question, and the state is thus not a conscious state. The core of the theory, then, is that a mental state is a 
conscious state when, and only when, it is accompanied by a suitable higher-order thought (HOT)." See 
Lycan (1997) and Rosenthal (1997). 
^"C.I. Lewis (1946). 
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all. The non-conceptual given is supposed to ensure some sort of shared contact with 

the world. 

Unmediated Access: 

In a similar vein, some philosophers hold that our ability to be directly impacted 

by the given, as the given, is not acquired. The given is the source of our empirical 

knowledge and is thus primitive, presupposing no other knowledge. So, for example, for 

Hume and Locke, impressions or simple ideas are basic; it is from these that we build 

the rest of our knowledge. They contend that even if we come to the world as a tabula 

rasa, with no knowledge whatsoever, we can begin to acquire knowledge through these 

impressions or simple ideas. 

The notion of unmediated access is a natural consequence of the empiricist 

position. For, consider the contrary: that concepts are necessary in order to have 

impressions. If the empiricist view of how we acquire our knowledge is correct, then we 

have no way to get empirical knowledge off the ground. Our impressions would 

presuppose concepts, and yet we could not have any concepts without first having 

impressions. Thus, we could not account for how we come by any of our empirical 

knowledge. 

Recalling the motivations discussed above, we see why it might be important to 

hold the condition of unmediated access to the given. In supposing that the given is 

theory-neutral, it ensures that, at least at some point, we make contact with the world in 

a way that is not adulterated by theory. Thus, we have reason to think that our system of 
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empirical beliefs really does get us at the world. Additionally, this unmediated access 

serves to protect the foundational role in justification that the given is thought to play. If 

our access to the given is not inferential or mediated by concepts and beliefs, then it is 

not the sort of thing that might demand further justification from those beliefs. 

Awareness of Sorts (AOS) 

In his criticism of the given, Sellars takes to task Hume, Locke and Berkeley for 

the view that we have a primordial ability to take account of determinate repeatables.'^' 

In their empiricist views, Hume, Locke and Berkeley presuppose that we are aware of 

certain determinate sorts simply by having sensations. Or in other words, they hold that 

the experience of a unique token gives one an awareness of a maximally specific type. 

Thus, when I experience a unique shade of fire-engine red, though I might not yet have 

the general concept 'red', I can still be aware of that unique shade as a unique shade. 

Indeed, Hume argues that no impressions can become present to the mind, "without 

being determin'd in its degrees both of quantity and quality." And further, "since all 

actions and sensations of the mind are known to us by consciousness, they must 

A O  

necessarily appear in every particular what they are and be what they appear." 

This view of the given maintains that we have an unacquired ability to be aware 

of an immediate experience as of a sort."*'^ Such a view is somewhat intuitive. Let's 

Sellars (1997). 62. 
Hume, A Treatise On Human Nature, I, ij and 1, iv, 2. 
This 'awareness of sorts' view is also held by later proponents of the given. C.I. Lewis writes, "There 

are recognizable qualitative characters of the given, which may be repeated in different experiences, and 
are thus a sort of universals; 1 call these 'qualia.'" Evan Fales defends awareness of a bit of the given as 
an awareness of a type of e.xperiencc. C.I. Lewis (1946), 121; Evan Fales (1996), 100. 
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suppose that to have phenomenal experience of red is to be in a state compatible with a 

certain set of possible worlds, and incompatible with another set. To be aware that I am 

having that experience, it seems I should have the ability to pick out which worlds are 

compatible with my phenomenal content and which ones are not. In virtue of having a 

particular experience, I thereby have an awareness of its nature, and this may be 

understood as having the ability to identify a maximally specific type. 

The view that impressions provide us with awareness of determinate sorts is 

desirable from an empiricist standpoint. Recall that by the condition of unmediated 

access, our access to the given is not acquired or mediated by concepts. In order for the 

given to be the source of our empirical knowledge it must be primary—presupposing no 

other knowledge. For empiricists, the given is the ultimate source of our empirical 

concepts. But for it to serve as such, we must be aware of the nature and quality of our 

experiences as repeatable in order to generalize. For this reason Locke, Berkeley and 

Hume presuppose that an awareness of a particular is an awareness of a determinate 

repeatable in their respective accounts of abstract ideas. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have reflected on some motivations for accepting a notion of the 

given and discussed some of the ways in which the given has been historically 

conceived. 

We have also identified six features that are central to a notion of the given. In the next 

chapter we will consider some of the arguments against the six central features we have 
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discussed, looking toward the question of whether or not a notion of the given is 

defensible. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MYTH OF THE GIVEN 

Introduction 

The given has become a favorite stalking-horse for many philosophers in the past 

century. Thus, McDowell speaks of a "vain or useless appeal to the given," Austin of a 

philosophical worry to be dissolved, and Sellars of the "myth of the given."^° 

Most of the recent arguments lodged against the given take the form of a 

refutation against one or more of the six defining characteristics that we discussed in the 

last chapter. Perhaps the most influential arguments against the given can be found in 

Sellars' Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind. For this reason, a discussion of 

Sellars' arguments will figure prominently here. Additionally, many philosophers have 

lodged arguments against sense-data or qualia that seem to be more broadly applicable 

to the given. Specifically, arguments against sense-data or qualia often take the form of 

a refutation of unmediated access, infallibility or direct acquaintance. Where these 

arguments apply, we may also address them here. Let us now turn to reviewing a 

sampling of the numerous arguments against the given as they apply to the six central 

features we have discussed; direct acquaintance, infallibility, transparency, non-

conceptual character, unmediated access and AOS. 

Where responses to these arguments against the given are straightforward or 

obvious, we may touch on them. Of course, most of these arguments are sophisticated 

and relatively complex; a quick-and-easy reply to these won't do. Thus, for the most 

Sellars (1997), McDowell (1994), Austin (1962). 
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part, we will have to postpone our evaluation of the success or failure of these arguments 

until more groundwork has been laid. 

Against direct acquaintance 

Recall that on the condition of direct acquaintance we are said to be directly 

confronted with our experience—what is given is not inferred by any intermediary state. 

In what follows we will consider arguments from Dennett and Austin against 

acquaintance. In "Quining Qualia," Dennett offers several arguments against qualia that 

may apply more broadly to our notion of the given.^' On the view of qualia that he is 

criticizing, qualia are properties of a subject's mental states that are taken to be ineffable, 

intrinsic, private, and directly or immediately apprehensible in consciousness. Dennett 

employs a series of intuition pumps to rid us of the idea that there are any phenomenal 

properties that are directly accessible in this way. In intuition pump # 8, the gradual 

post operative recovery, Dennett asks us to imagine Chase, whose taste bud connections 

were somehow surgically inverted. Immediately after the operation, sugar tastes salty, 

and salt tastes sweet to Chase. Gradually, he begins to recover and starts to behave 

normally; his reports and preferences indicate that to him, sugar is again sweet and salt 

is again salty. 

Now Dennett reminds us that this compensatory adjustment that enabled Chase's 

recovery might have taken place in one of two ways, either: 

Dennett (1988). 
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(I) Chase's current qualia are still abnormal, but thanks to revision in his 
memory-process, he has in effect adjusted his memories of how things used 
to taste, so there is no longer an anomaly. 

or, 

(II) The memory-comparison step occurs just prior to the qualia phase in taste 
perception; thanks to revision, it now yields the same old qualia for the 
same situation. 

Dennett points out that Chase cannot rely on introspection to determine whether 

(1) or (II) is the case, and that further, third-person tests might fare better at settling the 

issue. Thus, Dennett concludes these 'qualia' are far from being immediately or directly 

apprehensible. 

But we may wonder if Dennett has really shown that phenomenal properties are 

not directly apprehensible. He seems to presuppose here that having direct acquaintance 

with our qualia enables us to make comparative judgments of the sorts that rely on 

memory. For consider, what would one need to know in order to tell whether (I) or (11) 

was the case? One would need to have a true belief about how things taste to Chase 

now, and a true belief about how things used to taste to Chase. If the way things taste 

now is different from how they used to taste, (I) is the case; if the way things taste for 

Chase is the same, then (II) is the case. 

But should direct acquaintance provide Chase with correct beliefs, both about 

how things taste to him now and how things used to taste? Recall that on some notions 

of direct acquaintance it is disputable whether beliefs formed about the given are 

infallible. Russell and Lewis believed that as soon as judgment is involved, the 
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possibility of error arises. But even those who hold that direct acquaintance should 

provide Chase with true beliefs about how things taste to him now needn't hold that it 

should provide him with true beliefs about how things used to taste for him. Memory is 

fallible and most 'givenists' readily acknowledge this. There is nothing in the doctrine 

of direct acquaintance that suggests that one necessarily remembers accurately the things 

that were once given to their mind. Though I think it is often the case that we are in a 

better epistemic position to make comparative judgments about our own experiences, 

this is not essential to the notion of direct acquaintance. 

J.L. Austin also argues against direct acquaintance, but his attack is directed 

towards sense-datum theorists. In Sense and Sensibly, Austin argues that far from being 

intuitive, the notion of direct acquaintance is a philosopher's construction—one that we 

have artificially backed ourselves into with arguments like the argument from illusion or 

It is apparent that there is no plausible view of direct acquaintance whereby it would enable one to 
reliably distinguish whether (I) or (II) was true of themselves, since such a distinction would require 
necessarily true memory beliefs. Since no defender of direct acquaintance would hold that Chase should 
be able to distinguish between the two cases given his acquaintance with his own experiences, it seems 
that Dennett has wasted his efforts on a straw man. 

But one might think that there is still a remaining worry in the vicinity. On some views of meaning, 
Chase is misclassifying his experience in case (I) when he says ice cream tastes sweet. He is now wrong 
about how sweet things taste, because he is experiencing what we would describe as a salty sensation. 
Therefore, Chase does not have infallible access to how things taste because he is describing a salty 
sensation as 'sweet.' 

However, those who believe that there is a certain class of infallible beliefs with respect to the given (i.e., 
'I am experiencing this now,' where 'this' is demonstrable) may still agree that we can misapply concepts 
to experience (for example, I can say that I am having a magenta experience now when I think that 
magenta applies to a shade of green). One might insist that though Chase can misclassify his experiences, 
there is still something that Chase has direct access to. On case (I), Chase's qualia have not reverted back 
to their pre-operative condition. Sweet things really do taste salty to Chase and salty things taste sweet. 
Because of his adaptive memory. Chase has begun to misclassify these experiences. But, when Chase 
tastes ice cream, there is a content of his experience—a salty content (for so we have stipulated on case 
(I)). And when Chase eats French fries, the content of his experience is sweet. Chase has direct 
acquaintance with these contents, even if he has adjusted his memories of how things used to taste and he 
consequently misapplies concepts in his formation of beliefs. 
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the argument from perceptual relativity. Though philosophers use the temi 'directly 

perceive' as if it were quite familiar and in need of no explication, Austin insists, this 

term has been twisted from its ordinary usage and offends against the cannons of our 

common understanding of the word. The layman, Austin points out, rarely employs the 

term 'directly perceived', but were he to, he would readily grant that chairs and tables 

and trees are directly perceived. 

Austin asserts the term 'direct' takes its sense from the contrast with its opposite, 

'indirect.' So, perhaps one might be said to perceive indirectly when one perceives 

through a telescope, mirror, or a shadow. But in such cases, the things we perceive are 

such that we also take ourselves to be able to perceive them directly. I can observe the 

table directly as well as the table's shadow, I can see various parts of my body directly, 

as opposed to looking at myself in a mirror, and a few astronauts have been able to 

observe directly what for centuries had only been seen through a telescope. Here we see 

a common use of the term 'directly perceives' that extends more appropriately to 

physical objects than to experiences. 

There are a few things that can be said about this argument. It seems best suited 

as a criticism of the view that the world is only indirectly perceived. On the view Austin 

is criticizing, sense-data, and only sense-data, are directly perceived. They are 

manifestations of an external world that we can never directly perceive. Against this 

view, Austin's point that such a notion of 'direct perception' is far from our ordinary 
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usage of the term is well taken. Still, is the givenist committed to the notion that the 

physical world is only indirectly perceived? 

Let us keep in mind that even the sense-data theorist is not committed to denying 

that physical objects are directly perceived. The term 'sense-data' was originally 

introduced to be a neutral term; sense-data thus conceived could turn out to be mental or 

physical, it was to be an open question whether or not they could exist unperceived. 

Thus, one might insist that the layman is right, that sense-data are surfaces of physical 

objects and thus chairs, tables and trees are directly perceived, while maintaining that we 

have direct access to the given. 

As I have highlighted before, the given need not be understood as sense-data. 

On an adverbial theory, we may also maintain the ordinary usage of 'directly perceived' 

whereby ordinary things are perceived. The adverbial theory precisely rejects the 

subject-act-object view of perception, where what we perceive is thought to be a mental 

object as opposed to a physical object. On the adverbial theory I sense-whitely when I 

perceive a white swan, there is not a white sense-datum that I am sensing. Thus, what I 

directly perceive is the w-hite swan, and Austin's claim that physical objects are directly 

perceived holds. 

Still, there is another perhaps broader worry that Austin is pointing to. We have 

seen that the givenist does not need to be committed to the view that only the given, and 

never physical objects, are directly perceived. But in fact, proponents of the given often 

do draw a distinction between the sort of privileged access that we have to the given and 

Indeed this sense-data view is precisely the one that he is attacking. 
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our access to the material world. Austin is quite right in noting that this distinction often 

depends on the argument from illusion and the argument from perceptual relativity. So 

there does seem to be some 'special' access to the given that proponents of the given are 

advocating. And in this sense, we might want to draw a distinction between the way we 

are 'directly acquainted' with the given and the way we 'directly perceive' tables, chairs 

and trees. 

Here Austin's point may be granted; philosophers in these contexts are 

employing a slightly different notion of 'direct acquaintance' than the common man. So 

be it. Let us acknowledge that this term is technical and distinguish between the 

philosopher's use of the term and the common use; let's call these 'directp acquaintance' 

and 'directc acquaintance,' respectively. Austin admits that philosophers often employ 

everyday terms in unique and technical ways, but he holds that we have no well-defined 

philosopher's notion of this term that is not too far divorced from ordinary usage. 

Admittedly, if the philosopher's unique usage is not familiar; we need some restrictions 

on the word. We need to make sure that it has a content that can be communicated, and 

this content must be specific enough that we cannot apply it willy-nilly whenever the 

urge strikes us. 

But I urge, contrary to Austin, that we do have a robust conception of the 

philosopher's term 'directly acquainted' that is defined by certain rules of usage, and 

further, that this conception is not so far divorced from our ordinary concept of 'direct' 

that it deserves not to be called by that name. Recall that in the previous chapter we 

discussed several ways in which the notion of directp acquaintance might be cashed out. 
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Direct,, acquaintance with the given might be understood as sustaining a self-presenting 

or unmediated state, it might give us privileged or private access, or it might enable us to 

form infallible or self-justifying beliefs. These are just a few ways that we may get a 

handle on the notion of directp acquaintance. And these attributes are not too far 

divorced from our common conception of 'direct' 

Ordinarily, when I see a table directlyc as opposed to indirectly, say through its 

shadow, I want to say that my directc perception is unmediated and even, perhaps that 

my judgments about the table that result from this directc perception are more likely to 

be true than if I observe only its shadow ; perhaps also that I am in a better epistemic 

position when I perceive directlyc than when 1 perceive indirectly. Alt of these notions 

seem to be shared by the philosopher's conception of direct acquaintance. Thus, though 

directp perception is importantly different from directc perception, these notions also 

share some important similarities 

Against Infallibility 

On the infallibility condition, believing that one is being appeared to in a 

particular way entails being appeared to in that way. Infallibility is probably the most 

hotly disputed of the six features of the given. There have been countless arguments put 

forth to show that beliefs about the given are not infallible. In what follows we will 

discuss arguments from Pollock and Armstrong to this effect. 

Probably the most obvious counterexamples to infallibility are instances where a 

person misnames their current experience because they do not fully understand the 
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concept that they are applying. The following is an example. Let's suppose I am 

experiencing a distinct shade of blue, and that because I believe, falsely, that magenta is 

a shade of blue, I form the belief, "I am now experiencing magenta." Clearly, I am 

mistaken in my belief, for I am not now experiencing magenta. Here, the infallibility 

condition fails. It is easy to see how we can be wrong about our thoughts and sensations 

any time we form a belief about them that involves a concept that we do not understand. 

John Pollock offers another way in which we can go wrong in our beliefs about 

our experiences. Suppose you believe that you can have perceptual experiences without 

being aware of them.^'* If this were the case, then it would be possible for you to have 

inductive reasons for believing that you are having a perceptual experience. On the 

basis of these reasons, you could form a belief that you are having a red experience, 

even though you are not 'directly' aware of such an experience. It is easy to see that 

such a belief could be wrong, as many inductive beliefs are. Thus, we have another 

counterexample to infallibility. 

A defender of infallibility might reply to both types of counterexamples by 

restricting the types of beliefs that might serve as infallible. This defender would grant 

that beliefs involving public concepts like the belief, "I am seeing magenta," are not 

infallible, either because they involve the application of a concept, which a person may 

not fully understand or because they may be formed on inductive grounds. Thus, we 

Pollock offers a reason to accept such a belief. Imagine that your car is skidding on an icy road. As you 
are trying to regain control of the car, you pass a bright red billboard that, under the circumstances, you do 
not notice. Later, as you relive the experiences in your mind, you remember seeing the billboard, although 
you were not aware of it at the time. If we believe that this is possible, Pollock suggests, we might believe 
that we can have perceptual experiences without being aware of them. 
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cannot pick out the class of infallible beliefs by virtue of their content. But the defender 

of infallibility may say, perhaps we can pick out this class of beliefs by the way in which 

they are formed in their relation to the given. We can maintain that there is a type of 

belief, formed on the basis of direct experience rather than on inductive grounds, that 

does not employ public concepts that might be infallible. Thus, when I am e.xperiencing 

a unique shade, I might form the belief, "I am experiencing 'that,"' where 'that' points 

demonstratively to my experience of the particular shade. The defender of infallibility 

might conclude that it is only beliefs of this form that are infallible. 

In his paper, "Is Introspective Knowledge Incorrigible?" David Armstrong offers 

a series of arguments against infallibility that are of a different sort than those we have 

considered thus far. Though he offers several, we will discuss only two of his 

arguments here. The first argument I will call the problem of the 'introspective instant.' 

It is easily acknowledged that beliefs based on memory are fallible and dubitable. 

Armstrong points out that when I report, "I am in pain now," 'now' can refer to different 

points in time. The term can refer to the moment I began my sentence, but then, by the 

time I finish my sentence, I must remember what state I was in when I began the 

sentence. But memory is surely not infallible. Armstrong thinks that a defender of 

introspective indubitable knowledge is committed to something like an introspective 

instant, where one is not relying on memory at the moment one forms the belief. But, 

Armstrong argues, it is a consequence of this view that it is impossible in practice to 

" See Pollock (1986). p. 59 for an example of an inductive reason for believing you are having an 
experience. 
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make an infallible statement about one's inner experience, because by the time one has 

finished speaking, one is referring to the past.^^ 

In response, I would argue that there is no intuitive notion of an introspective 

instant. Because of the continuous nature of consciousness, any designation of the 

duration of an 'instant' is arbitrary. To illustrate, imagine you are staring at a white 

wall. Your gaze is steadily fixed so you are experiencing a prolonged white-ish 

experience. At what point does your first white experience become a memory and you 

begin to experience a new white experience? In looking at the wall, are you having 

countless, discrete white experiences, one right after the other? In such a case the 

'introspective instant' has no clear duration of which we can identify a 'beginning' and 

an 'end.' 

Of course, we do want to distinguish occurent experience from memory. But 

this distinction need not invoke a notion of an introspective instant. On the contrary, the 

way we draw the distinction between occurent experiences and memory of those is more 

contextual and less rigid than what is implied by a notion of an introspective instant. 

For example, in ordinary context it does not make sense to say that I remember seeing a 

white wall when I am still looking at it. Thus, when 1 am staring at the white wall it 

does seem possible, contra Armstrong, to form the infallible belief, "I am experiencing 

white now," or at least, "I am experiencing this now."^" 

This of course, is to assume that forming a belief is like speaking in one's mind, which takes a certain 
amount of time. Arguably, I can form a belief in an instant, even if I cannot speak it in an instant. 

There may be a residual worry here but what remains seems to be a problem for reconciling language, 
specifically indexicals like 'now,' with the passing of time; it does not seem to be a unique problem for 
introspection. Consider the following. As a train is coming in to the station 1 say, "The train is coming 
now." At the moment I utter now, the train arrives and is no longer coming. Certainly, we don't want to 
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Armstrong also argues that introspective beliefs are not indubitable. He offers an 

imagined case where we may doubt that our introspective reports are correct. He asks us 

to imagine a brain technician who has a perfect understanding of the correlation of brain 

states and inner experiences. Suppose that I sincerely report that I am seeing something 

green. The brain technician rccognizes from my brain patterns both that I am not lying 

and that I am not in the state appropriate for the experience I believe I am having. 

Armstrong argues that we could do one of two things here, we could conclude that there 

is something wrong with the brain theory or we could conclude that I am mistaken about 

my experience. He urges that there is no reason we must accept the former. As long as 

we consider the latter option a coherent option, we must admit that it is possible to doubt 

the veracity of our introspective beliefs. 

In response, we may first recall that in the above discussion we concludcd that it 

may be possible to be wrong about beliefs that involve public concepts. In Armstrong's 

example, when I report seeing something green, I am employing a public concept, 

namely 'green.' But suppose we modify this case with the above considerations in 

mind. Let us substitute the demonstrative 'that' for the public concept 'green.' Instead 

of reporting my experience of green, I claim, "I am being appeared to that way," where 

that picks out my experience directly. In order for the brain technician to identify 

whether or not I am mistaken, he would have to know what 'that' picks out. But 

because experience is essentially private, he has no empirical evidence to determine 

whether or not I am mistaken. Thus, when we restrict what types of beliefs are 

say that the statement I made is false. Likewise, I would argue, even if I were to look away from the white 
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infallible, we discover that Armstrong's case, which takes itself to be showing the 

CO 

logical possibility of introspective error, fails. 

Against Transparency 

Recall that on the transparency condition, being appeared to in a particular way 

entails knowing that you are appeared to in that particular way. Against transparency, I 

will consider some compelling arguments from Wilfrid Sellars and John Pollock. In one 

of Sellars' most well-known arguments against the given he sets up a dilemma for sense-

datum theorists.As we shall see, this dilemma, or 'inconsistent triad' as Sellars calls 

it, depends, in part, on something like the transparency condition. Thus, one way to 

resolve the dilemma is to reject the transparency condition.'*" The three inconsistent 

claims that Sellars worries that a sense-datum theorist is committed to are as follows; 

A. Xsenses red sense content s entails x non-inferentially knows that s is red. 

B. The ability to sense sense contents is unacquired. 

C. The ability to know facts of the form X is <f) is acquired.''' 

Sellars notes that we cannot consistently maintain all three claims, since A and B 

together entail not-C, B and C together entail not-A, and A and C together entail not-B. 

wall, if my experience were to change mid-sentence, the belief is still true if it was true at the moment 1 
began to speak. 

Pollock offers this argument in Chapter 4 of Knowledge and Justification. 
Again, though the argument is directed toward sense-datum theorists in particular, the argument can be 

generalized to apply to the given; and as I will show, applies to any conception of the given that is 
committed to transparency. 
^ Alternatively, one might resolve the dilemma by rejecting B, below. To reject B is to reject condition 
four, that our access to the given is unmediated and unacquired. More will be said about this in our 
discussion of condition four below. 

Sellars (1997), 20-21. 
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Note that condition A is a type of transparency condition. If one rejects A, that is, 

if one rejects thsLtXsenses red sense content s entails x non-inferentially knows that s is 

red, then one is no longer committed to inconsistent claims. However, Sellars notes, if 

we reject A, sense contents become non-cognitive facts of the sort that might be 

logically necessary for non-inferential knowledge, but not sufficient. 

Rejecting A is to reject transparency, but is the givenist then left with no way to 

ensure that our experiences can contribute to our knowledge? We will return to this 

worry after we consider another, in my mind, decisive reason for rejecting the 

transparency condition. 

In Contemporary Theories of Knowledge, John Pollock offers this compelling 

reason to reject the transparency condition. The transparency condition requires that we 

know when and what we are experiencing. It is commonly accepted that for one to have 

knowledge of a thing, F, one must believe F. In fact, the weaker transparency condition 

we discussed in the last chapter entails only that one believe one is experiencing what 

one is experiencing, not that one have knowledge of this fact. But, as Pollock suggests, 

it is a mistake to think that the evidence of our senses comes to us in the form of beliefs. 

We rarely have beliefs about how things appear to us. 

To illustrate: as I am typing on my computer, I might be having thoughts about 

what I am writing, I might even have beliefs about my computer, or how fast I am 

typing, but I rarely (perhaps only in philosophical contexts) notice how I am being 

appeared to. Consider what would it be to form beliefs about all of my experiences. My 

® Pollock (1986), 61-62. 



sensory experience is so rich; in my visual field alone, there are numerous shades of 

color, shadow, and highlight. Would I have to form individual beliefs about each unique 

shade I am experiencing, or only one very complex belief that encompasses my entire 

visual field? Do 1 have to form unique beliefs for what I am experiencing in every one 

of my sense modalities? And how often do I form a new belief to accommodate my 

changing experiences? Needless to say, it is highly implausible that we form beliefs 

about every discrete experience we have. In the light of this, we must reject the 

transparency condition. 

But where does this leave the givenist? Recall that a strong motivation for the 

foundationalist in accepting some version of a transparency condition is to ensure that 

our empirical knowledge can be founded upon the given. But if the given is not 

transparent, if it is not non-inferentially known, it seems that it cannot serve as 

foundational in our knowledge. We can respond by granting that insofar as knowledge 

requires belief, we often do not have knowledge about what is given to us. This is 

becausc we often do not form beliefs about the given. However, we do have intimate 

access to the given that may ground our empirical beliefs. This access, or apprehension 

of the given, might not be knowledge in itself, especially insofar as the given is free of 

concepts, and yet it may be a necessary requirement for empirical knowledge. As 

Sellars himself notes, if we reject transparency, sense contents become non-cognitive 

facts of the sort that might be logically necessary for non-inferential knowledge, but not 

sufficient. Maintaining that the given is logically necessary but not sufficient for non-

inferential knowledge still allows the given to play the important epistemic role that it 
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does in foundationalism, even if we grant that our access to it does not always itself 

constitute knowledge. 

Against Non-conceptual Character 

As we have discussed, proponents of the given have maintained that there is a 

distinction between what is given to the mind and what is added by the mind, a 

distinction between raw experience and interpretation or judgment. On a strong version 

of this position, concepts never enter into our raw experiences, though they enter into 

our inteipretations of these. Thus, on this view, our raw experience is thought to be 

'theory-neutral,' ensuring that we have some untainted access to the way the world 

really is. Here we will glance at the views of Quine, Churchland and Kuhn, whose 

arguments have been taken by some as good reasons to reject the view that experience is 

theory-neutral. In "Two Dogmas of Empiricism," Quine argues for meaning holism. 

His version of the view asserts that a proposition gets its meaning from theoretical 

context. According to the view, two different theories could not dispute a claim that P, 

for such a claim would have different meanings on the different theories. Quine likens 

our knowledge to a "man made fabric which impinges on experience only along the 

edges.He argues that, in the face of experience, we can hold any statement to be true 

no matter what, so long as we are willing to make drastic enough changes to our belief 

system. Thus, no belief, not even one grounded in immediate experience, is immune 

from revision. 

" Quine (1953). 42. 
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Church land has a similar view. He describes the problem for the possibility of 

theory-neutrality as follows, 

Now, however rigid that prior processing [of sensations] might be, there are 
indefinitely many different possible mappings from the domain of sensations to 
the domain of propositions (judgments, beliefs), and which of these many 
mappings comes to characterize your own perceptual activity is a function of 
which of the indefinitely many conceptual frameworks you have learned as the 
framework of spontaneous response to the contents of your sensory manifold.^ 

Thus, Churchland claims, given our theory, we 'see what we want to see.' What we 

observe is determined by theoretical context: if we change our theory, we can literally 

change what we observe. 

But the views of Quine and Churchland, and the arguments they offer in defense 

of these views, are antagonistic to the theory-neutrality of observation. They show that 

the beliefs that we form on the basis of experience are always open to revision, that our 

experience is always open to alternative interpretation, depending on our theories. 

However, there is a distinction between the question of whether or not there can be 

observation that is free of theory and the question of whether or not there can be 

experience that is free of theory. One can consistently hold both that observation is 

theory-laden and that theory-free experience informs that observation.^^ In other words, 

one can be a meaning holist, following Quine and Churchland, accepting that what we 

observe depends a great deal on our theories, and still uphold the given, i.e., that the 

experience given to us is not laden with concepts. 

With this distinction, we can grant, as the meaning holist asserts, that we are able 

to revise our theories in such a way that even the most 'basic' observation sentences are 

Churchland {1988), 178. 
Indeed, Churchland presents the problem in the quote above as a problem for observation: it is a 

problem for how we go from what is given in sensation to the infinite possible interpretations of this 
given, which of course, depends on our conceptual framework. 
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open to revision, while maintaining that those theories are answerable to impingements 

of experience. In fact, even Church land seems to acknowledge something like this when 

he says. "I do not hold that, given normal human senses, anything may be observed. 

You cannot observe what does not exist, and you cannot observe (without instrumental 

help) what is beyond any physical detection by your native senses."®^ That is, there is 

something that our theories are answerable to. This something, I would argue, is 

phenomenal experience. Nothing that Quine or Church land argues for entails that this 

experience is theory-laden. 

In Revolutions as Changes of World View, Kuhn puts forth arguments based on 

Gestalt psychology that are more relevant to the question of whether experience 

(sensation as opposed to observation) is theory-neutral. Kuhn argues that paradigms 

determine large areas of experience at a time, literally infiltrating the very way we see 

the world. He points out, "The duck-rabbit shows that two men with the same retinal 

impressions can see different things; the inverting lenses show that two men with 

different retinal impressions can see the same thing."^^ These and other experiments 

show that the brain interprets sensory cues almost automatically. Thus, rather than 

accepting that we interpret, in the sense of consciously sorting information that is given 

to us after it is given to us, Kuhn argues, the interpretation is 'built-in' to the very 

experience itself, that is, the process of information sorting takes place automatically, at 

an unconscious level. 

What we want to know is, when we observe, do we apply our interpretation 

or theory to what is given in experience or is the interpretation or theory built into the 

very experience given to us? There is psychological evidence that some theory or 

interpretation is embedded in the very experience itself. For example, we have much 

^ Churchland (1988), 182. 
Kuhn, (1962), 127. 
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evidence that our visual systems interpret and construct what we see from the varied 

information that affects the retina.^® However, how much and what type of information 

that is able to infiltrate our experience appears to be limited/'*' 

These arguments from psychology have given us some reason to think that the 

given is not totally pure, that what we experience may not be fully free of theory. 

However, that the given might be structured in part by theory need not count against its 

being given. Experience that is structured, not by a conscious process of inference, but 

by an unconscious application of theory is still the sort of thing with which we can be 

directly acquainted, it is still 'self-presenting.' Moreover, it does not seem to demand 

inferential justification the way conscious beliefs do. Thus, it might still be able to play 

the foundational role the given is taken to play.^'^ 

Against Unmediated Access 

Sellars argues against the idea that our ability to be directly impacted by the 

given is not acquired as we acquire knowledge. His rejection of the idea of unmediated 

access to the given comes not so much as an argument as an alternative, which Sellars 

presents in the form of a myth. In the myth of Jones, a story is told whereby Jones and 

his countrymen first share a behavioristic language on which reports of others" behaviors 

are primary. Eventually, the society learns to ascribe thoughts and feelings to others, as 

See Hoffman (1998). 
® See Fodor (1994), "Observation Reconsidered", for a discussion of both the psychological evidence in 
favor of theory-laden perception, and his argument for perceptual modules that isolate perception from 
much of our theory. 
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this is a useful means of predicting others' behavior and noting certain regularities in 

such. Finally, Jones and fellows begin to apply these notions of 'thoughts' and 

'feelings' to themselves, observing their own inner episodes. Sellars writes, "It cannot 

be emphasized too much that although these theoretical discursive episodes or thoughts 

are introduced as inner episodes—which is merely to repeat that they are introduced as 

•7 1 

theoretical episodes—^they are not introduced as immediate experiences.Sellars 

identifies this story as a 'myth', with seeming modesty, and yet Sellars urges that we 

recognize Jones as man himself'' He concludes that he has used a myth to kill a myth. 

Thus, Sellars takes himself to be offering an alternative story whereby inner 

episodes are not immediate at all; far from being the primary sorts of things that we are 

immediately acquainted with, they are theoretical entities of the sort that we learn to 

identify and can be mistaken about. Since the myth of Jones is an alternative and not an 

argument against the given, we cannot see how far it succeeds until more is said, both 

about Sellars positive view, and his other reasons for rejecting a notion of the given. For 

now, we will simply note this account as an alternative to the notion of unmediated 

access to the given. We will return later to the myth of Jones to see how successful this 

alternative turns out to be. 

™ See Falcs (1996) who argues that experience that is structured by theory prior to its entering into 
consciousness may still be given. 

" Sellars (1997), 106. 
'^Sellars (1997), 117. 
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Against AOS 

As was mentioned in the previous chapter, Sellars criticizes Locke, Hume, and 

Berkeley for the view that we are aware of certain determinate sorts simply by having 

sensations. Sellars argues against the idea that if what we want to characterize 

intrinsically as an experience, then there can be no puzzle about knowing what kind of 

experience it is/"* On the AOS condition, to classify an experience as of a particular 

kind, I need only attend to its quality, locate the kind of which it exemplifies and acquire 

a direct designation for it. The myth of the given, Sellars argues, maintains that there is 

no problem of how we become aware of an experience as of one sort, and a 

simultaneous immediate experience as of another, though there may be a problem of 

communicating this awareness to others. 

In Epistemology and the Philosophy of Mind, Sellars writes. 

All [forms of the myth of the given] have in common the idea that the awareness of 
certain sorts—and by "sorts" I have in mind, in the first instance, determinate sense 
repeatables—is a primordial, non-problematic feature of immediate experience. In 
the context of conceptualism, as we have seen, this idea took the form of treating 
sensations as though they were absolutely specific and infinitely complicated, 
thoughts. 

Sellars supposes that in conceptualism, if there were to be episodes of primitive 

awarenesses of sorts, these episodes would have to be thoughts. To be aware that 

resembling particulars are resembling particulars, we would need to be aware of certain 

facts like x resembles y or x is (p. But the ability to know such facts is acquired. Thus, 

we cannot have an unacquired awareness of sorts. Sellars argues instead that all 

Sellars (1997), § 26-31. 
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awareness of sorts, resemblances, facts—all awareness of both abstract and even 

particular entities—is a linguistic affair. 

Sellars' argument illustrates a concern that can be formulated as a question: how can 

I classify my awareness of a particular token as an awareness of a type, even a 

maximally specific type, if I have not compared it to other tokens of that type? How can 

I be aware that I am appeared to red-ly, if I cannot compare it to past experiences of red? 

In response to the objection that any awareness of sorts requires comparison, 

contemporary philosophers such as Chisholm and Fales insist that there are non-

comparative judgments of experience, and indeed, that such are necessary to make 

comparative judgments possible. To tell whether this unique shade of fire-engine red is 

the same as my usual experiences of fire-engine red, I must know how I am appeared to 

now and be able to compare it to past experiences. I cannot know that A is similar to B 

unless I already know what A is like. This knowing of how I am appeared to now is a 

knowing of a determinate repeatable. Indeed, Fales argues. 

If we could not notice what redness is, when presented with any single instance 
of redness, then the making of a comparison with other presentations would be 
an entirely hopeless enterprise. For to apprehend (a case of) redness is to notice 
or grasp a "whatness"; there is no noticing a quality that is not a fortiori a 
noticing of a nature. What we thereby notice is of such a nature that it (or items 
similar to it) can be presented on other occasions and in different places. ..So the 
capacity for generalizing is inherent in the single act of apprehending a property, 
but no exercise of that capacity need (or can) precede the cognition of this very 
inherent generality or repeatable nature.""^ 

Thus, Fales maintains that noticing an instance of fire-engine red enables me to grasp a 

determinate repeatable, that precise color of red, and in so doing, I gain the capacity to 
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generalize and to make comparisons. Of course, there is still the further question of how 

to characterize our awareness of determinate repeatables. What makes my awareness of 

the determinate repeatable red' an awareness as of red' rather than an awareness as of 

red^? Is every awareness of a token an awareness of a specific type? In order for us to 

maintain the AOS condition in our notion of the given, more will have to be said in 

response to these. 

Conclusion 

We have considered several arguments against the six attributes of the given. 

Some have succeeded, some have failed. Many pose questions that we have left 

unresolved for the moment. These arguments, aimed at particular aspects of the notion 

of the given, are not conclusive considered individually, for one might be willing to 

sacrifice one of the six conditions and still maintain a revised notion of the given. Yet 

there remains a further, more general argument, directed at the doctrine of the given. 

This argument purports to show that a non-conceptual given cannot play the 

foundational role that it is taken to play. It is to this argument that we will now turn our 

attention. 

Fales (1996), 100. 
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CHAPTER THREE: AN ARGUMENT AGAINST THE DOCTRINE OF THE GIVEN 

Introduction 

We have considered some arguments aimed at various characteristics of the given. 

Now let us turn to considering a major argument against the doctrine of the given. This 

arguments contends that a non-conceptual given cannot play a foundational role in 

knowledge. After reviewing this argument, I will lay out my response as I plan to 

present it in the chapters that follow. 

Sellars, McDowell, Bonjour and Davidson have all argued rather famously 

against a notion of the given. Their arguments are directed at a notion of a non-

conceptual given that is purported to give us knowledge about the world and to justify 

our empirical beliefs. Their discomfort with this notion can be traced back to a Kantian 

thesis. In The Critique of Pure Reason, Kant writes, "Thoughts without content are 

empty, intuitions without concepts are blind.Here, content refers to bits of 

experiential intake. It is the information that the world provides us with. Without this 

content our thoughts would be a mere play of concepts, lacking empirical substance. 

Containing no information about the world, such thoughts would indeed be empty. 

It is in the latter half of Kant's observation that opponents of the given find 

inspiration; "Intuitions without concepts are blind." Here, intuitions are those things that 

are essentially sensible: they contain only the ways in which we are affected by objects. 

I think it is not far off to equate intuitions as Kant understands them with the given as we 
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have been discussing it thus far. Thus, Kant holds, if intuitions were pure, 

unaccompanied by concepts, then they could never enter into our understanding; they 

would be blind—or better, we would be blind to them. 

Kant asserts here that there can be no cognition without both intuitions and 

concepts. He writes, "Without sensibility no object would be given to us, and without 

understanding none would be thought."'^ Neither sensibility nor understanding is to be 

preferred, for without both, we cannot have knowledge. Intuitions, or the given, must be 

conceptual in order to enter into cognition or thought. Those who adhere to this 

interpretation of Kant's view are reluctant to acknowledge the given's foundational role 

in knowledge. If the given is pure, or non-conceptual, they contend, it could never play 

an epistemic rather than a mere causal role in our acquisition and justification of 

empirical knowledge. Essentially blind, the given could never epistemically enter into 

or play a part in the realm of thought or understanding. 

This sentiment is echoed in contemporary philosophy. Sellars argues that 

knowledge takes place in the normative space of giving and asking for reasons and that 

nothing could have significance to this realm that is not conceptual. McDowell asserts 

that the space of reasons cannot extend more widely than the space of concepts. Finally, 

Bonjour argues that only conceptual apprehensions are cognitive or epistemic—that 

discriminative apprehensions not involving concepts could never contribute to 

knowledge (in a manner that was not merely causal). 

'"Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Pure Reason. Translated by Paul Guyer and Allen Wood. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998 p. 193. 
^''Ibid. 
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Their various arguments against the given can be distilled into two main 

arguments: one asserting that the given could never play a foundational role in 

knowledge, the other concluding that since there is nothing in experience that is raw or 

non-conceptual, experience cannot play the role of the given. 

The first argument can be formulated as follows: 

Argument 1 

p i :  I f  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  ' g i v e n '  t h e n  i t  i s  n o t  c o n c e p t u a l  o r  b e l i e f - l i k e .  

p2: If experience is not conceptual or belief-like, it cannot epistemically 
contribute to or justify our knowledge.'^ 

If experience is 'given', it cannot epistemically contribute to or justify our 
knowledge. 

Premise two of this argument can be seen as a version of the point that we have been 

discussing thus far. Again, the basic idea is that something that is not conceptual or 

belief-like could never contribute to or justify our knowledge—a non-conceptual given 

would be 'blind.' Because the given is held to play an important epistemic role in our 

acquisition and justification of knowledge, if it cannot play this role, then there is no 

given. 

The first premise of the argument asserts that the given cannot be conceptual, 

cognitive or belief-like. This assertion is indeed reflective of many historical accounts 

of the given. Recall that one of the five main characteristics of the given that was 

^ We must distinguish here between a state merely causally contributing to knowledge and a state that 
epistemically contributes to knowledge. Conceptualists will grant that a state that is not conceptual could 
causally contribute to knowledge, just as the image on our retina may causally contribute to knowledge. 
Conccptualists want to reject that a non-conceptual state may play an epistemic, or foundational, role in 
our acquisition of knowledge. At times I will speak of the given as contributing to knowledge. Though I 
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previously discussed was its non-conceptual nature. In Mind and the World Order, 

Lewis writes, "There are in our cognitive experience, two elements, the immediate data 

such as those of sense, which are presented or given to the mind, and a form, 

construction or interpretation, which represents the activity of thought.Here Lewis is 

implying that what is given to the mind is distinct from what is added by the mind 

through conceptualization. Since the given is understood to be essentially non-

conceptual in nature, if what is taken to be given is conceptual, then we have 

misidentified the given, or, more appropriately, we have applied a theoretical term that 

in actuality has no referent (since there is nothing that has both the properties of being 

non-conceptual in nature and yet foundational to our knowledge). 

The second argument asserts that there is nothing in experience that is given. As 

we have been discussing it, the given is said to be that raw phenomenal information that 

we receive when the world makes contact with our senses. Thus, we have been looking 

for the 'given in experience.' The second argument turns on the assertion that 

experience is essentially conceptual. If experience is essentially conceptual, there can be 

no experience that is not conceptual to the core. If experience is conceptual and the 

given is not, then we cannot locate the given in experience. The second argument can be 

formulated as follows: 

Argument 2 

p i :  If experience is 'given' then it is not conceptual or belief-like. 

will not always qualify it with the term 'epistemic,' it is this sense of contribution that I am concerned 
with. 

C.I. Lewis (1929), 38. 
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p2: Experience is essentially conceptual/^ 

Experience is not 'given.' 

This argument turns on the crucial premise that experience is essentially conceptual. It 

is this assertion that Sellars and McDowell take great pains to defend. In Empiricism 

and Philosophy of Mind, Sellars writes, "...to have the ability to notice a sort of thing is 

already to have a concept of that sort of thing, and cannot account for it."®° Here he 

defends the thesis of psychological nominalism, whereby all awareness is a linguistic 

affair.^' On his view, we cannot even have awareness, what I will call an experience, of 

a thing without concepts and language. 

John McDowell reaffirms this view of experience as essentially conceptual. He 
asserts: 

No subject could be recognized as having experiences of color except against a 
background understanding that makes it possible for judgments endorsing such 
experiences to fit into her view of the world. She must be equipped with such 
things as the concept of visible surfaces of objects, and the concept of suitable 
conditions for telling what something's color is by looking at it.®^ 

Here again we see the view that even such simple experiences as those of color 

presuppose certain concepts. We are familiar with the idea that to see a thing as being 

the thing that it is, to see an apple as an apple, for example, we need first to have the 

''' What does it mean for experience to be "essentially conceptual?" I am not here evoking the abstract 
notion of 'essence.' Rather, experience is essentially conceptual when it has its content in virtue of a 
specific corresponding concept. 

Sellars (1997), 87. 
See p. 63 where Sellars defends . .psychological nominalism, according to which all awareness of 

sorts, resemblances, facts, etc. in short, all awareness of abstract entities—indeed, all awareness even of 
particulars—is a linguistic affair. According to it, not even the awareness of such sorts, resemblances, and 
facts as pertain to so-called immediate experience is presupposed by the process of acquiring tlie use of 
language." 

McDowell (1994), 30 (emphasis added). 
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concept of the thing, in this case, the concept of 'apple.' But here it is not just necessary 

to have a concept of a thing in order to see it as the thing that it is, it is necessary to have 

the concept to even see the thing at all. 

There are many sophisticated arguments put forth to defend the assertion that 

experience is essentially conceptual; we will discuss some of these in the chapters to 

come. But first, let us look at a rather straightforward argument for the assertion that 

experience is essentially conceptual, one that is recurrent in the writings ofboth Sellars 

and McDowell. Simplified, it is as follows; 

Argument 3 (argument for pi in Argument 2) 

p i ;  N o t h i n g  c a n  e p i s t e m i c a l l y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o r  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  
knowledge that is not essentially conceptual or belief-like. 

p2; Experience epistemically contributes to both the acquisition and justification 
of knowledge. 
Experience is essentially conceptual. 

Notice that the first premise of this argument reflects the Kantian view that we have 

been discussing thus far. Again, it is held that only what is conceptual can have 

anything to do with knowledge. The second premise asserts the evident truth that 

experience contributes to the acquisition of empirical knowledge. Our knowledge about 

the world depends on our experience of the world. Consequently, opponents of the 

given wish to deny that anything like the given can be found in experience, asserting that 

only something that is already conceptual could ever play a role in the game of giving 

and asking for reasons. Thus, experience itself must be essentially conceptual. 
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All three of the arguments we have discussed depend on a crucial premise. They 

depend on the assumption that nothing could epistemically contribute to or justify our 

knowledge that is not conceptual. It is this assumption that I wish to dispute. 

What Makes a State Conceptual? 

Before we turn to responding to this assumption we must first be clear about the 

matter that we will be disputing. The assumption in question invokes a notion of the 

'conceptual.' But we must be clear about what it means for a state to be conceptual, for 

how we answer this question determines, in part, the course of this debate. The question 

of what makes a state conceptual has provoked many various responses.^^ I will not 

attempt to adjudicate these responses here. Rather, because I am responding to those 

who would attack the given, I will confine my discussion to determining what these 

opponents of the given mean when they speak of a state's being conceptual. What it is 

for a state of belief or thought to be conceptual is only incidental to our discussion, so 

we will focus for the time being on what it is for an experiential state to be conceptual. 

The states that we are concerned with are states of the brain. There are many 

various states of the brain that clearly do not involve concepts. Reflex signals sent to 

and from the brain are plausible examples of such states. 1 may move my hand away 

trom a hot .stove before I even feel any pain. In such a case, it seems unlikely that any 

concepts of stove, hot, or pain, enter into the brain states that invoke this reflex. If an 

experiential state were like this, we would be inclined to think that it was not conceptual. 

See Crane (1992c), Cussins (1990), Brewer (1999), and Heck (2000) 
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for the content of this state would not be characterized in terms of concepts. This leads 

to a first pass at what it is for an experiential state to be conceptual: 

(1) An experiential state F belonging to subject S is conceptual if its content may be 
characterized in terms of concepts. 

Thus, an experiential state that is conceptual is not like a reflex state, where one merely 

responds to the environment. In the case of the hot stove, although the brain has access 

to information about the potential danger of the stove, it seems that this information is 

not represented in experience. In contrast, consider an infant who exhibits preference to 

the sound of her mother's voice. In this case, we may be able to characterize the infant's 

preference in terms of concepts that we possess (for instance, we can invoke our concept 

of mother to explain why the infant prefers that particular sound). Further, the infant 

seems to be representing her mother's voice and associating it with something good. 

Still, the infant likely does not have the concept of mother. Thus, when she exhibits 

preference for her mother's voice, she is in a state that meets condition (1), and yet, 

since she does not herself posses the concept mother, it is hard to see how that concept 

could have anything to do with her experiential state. 

Opponents of the given would maintain that it is not enough for us to be able to 

characterize the content of an experiential state in terms of concepts in order for that 

state to be conceptual. Rather, the experiential state must meet two further 

requirements. First, it must be characterized in terms of concepts that the subject 

actually possesses. Second, the concepts that the subject possesses must not be isolated 
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from the experiential state. These concepts must enter into the state in question, 

presumably, by helping determine the structure of that state. One reason for these 

requirements is that experiences give us reasons to form certain empirical beliefs. But, 

opponents of the given contend, these reasons can't be our reasons if the conccpts that 

enter into these reasons aren't our concepts. Thus, on their view, the state that leads an 

infant to exhibit preferences to the sound of her mother's voice is not a conceptual state, 

for she does not herself possess the concepts that help determine the structure of her 

state. 

Now let us suppose that the infant begins to acquire certain general but limited 

concepts, for example, concepts of time and space, myself other. Her experiences 

can be characterized, generally, in terms of these concepts that she possesses, and 

indeed, these concepts seem to play a role in structuring the content of her experience. 

At this point, we may be inclined to identify her experiential states as being conceptual. 

So, here is our second pass at what it is for an experiential state to be conceptual: 

(2) An experiential state F belonging to subject S is conceptual if S possesses some 
concepts (however general) that help determine the structure of the content of 
state F. 

QC 

Unfortunately, this condition will not do either. The reason for this can be 

highlighted when we look at the nature of the reasons that experiences are said to 

®'*She does not even possess an experiential state for that matter, since Sellars, McDowell and the like 
hold that all experiential states are conceptual states. 

I am inclined to think that meeting this condition is sufficient for a state's being conceptual. However, 
we are concerned with what opponents of the given mean when they speak of experiences as being 
essentially conceptual. As we will see, because concepts play the dual role of defining the content of 
experience and being constituents of reasons, each experience must have its content in virtue of a 
maximally specific concept. 
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provide us with. Let us suppose that I possess the general concepts of red and green and 

these concepts help determine the structure of my experiences of red and my 

experiences of green. Because I have these general concepts, I now have a reason to 

think that I am experiencing red and not green when I am experiencing red. These 

concepts both help to define the content of my experiences and play a role in my 

reasoning about those experiences. But suppose that I am encountering two objects that 

are two different shades of red and I only have the general concept red.^^ I am in 

possession of a reason to distinguish these objects from green objects but not from each 

other. For, on this view, I need concepts that are specific enough to articulate the 

difference in these two colors in order to have a reason to think that the objects are 

differently colored. Any difference in experience gives us a reason to recognize a 

difference and this requires concepts that are specific enough to reflect that difference. 

The consequence of this view is that it will not do for an experiential state merely to 

involve some general concepts. This is because, for the conceptualist, the content of 

every experiential state is only as determinate as the concepts that help define that 

content.®^ 

For opponents of the given, an experiential state is conceptual only if it involves 

a maximally specific concept that detennines the structure of the content of that 

^ For the sake of argument, 1 will leave aside for the moment whether it is actually possible to have a 
general concept of color without also having specific concepts of color. This is because 1 wish to illustrate 
the point that, on the views that 1 am considering, it is necessary to have a maximally specific concept to 
every experience. 

McDowell recognizes that this is a consequence of his view that only conceptual experiences can give 
us reasons, and that any difference in experience reflects a diffcrcncc in reasons. He embraces this, 
arguing that for every experience that we have, we also have a maximally specific concept that defines the 
content of that experience (Mind and World, 26, 58 & 66). Sellars and BonJour do not make this point 



74 

experience. This leads to a third pass at what it is for an experiential state to be 

conceptual on the views that we will be considering: 

(3) An experiential state F belonging to subject S is conceptual if S possesses the 
concept C that characterizes the content of state F, where this concept is as 
determinate in nature as state F, and state F has the specific content that it does in 
virtue of the concept C that S possesses. 

This third condition seems to adequately capture what opponents of the given are after 

when they speak of an experience's being conceptual. Of course, which states meet this 

condition depends a lot on what qualifies as a concept. So this question must also be 

cleared up, at least in part. 

We have been speaking of concepts as the sorts of things that help determine the 

structure of the content of experience. We might be inclined to say that a concept is 

anything that allows the mind to structure or interpret the information that is received by 

the brain through our sensing faculties. This would be a very weak notion of what it is 

to posses a concept. Yet, on this notion, the suggestion that all experiences are 

conceptual becomes a bit more plausible. This is because the majority of our 

experiences have already been structured or interpreted by the brain. In the case of 

vision, for instance, the image(s) that hit the retina have countless possible 

interpretations. The visual system interprets the information, ignores some of it, and 

produces the structured visual image that we experience. Certain information is more 

salient in experience, facilitating recognition, memory, and the construction of cognitive 

explicitly, but it is implied by their reasoning. (Sellars argues that to notice a thing is to already have a 
concept of that thing). 
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maps.^® The 'problem' that our visual systems must solve is the reduction of sensory-

ambiguity. Arguably, our systems solve this problem by making use of background 

knowledge and certain rules of visual processing. 

That our experiences come to us, not as two-dimensional bit maps of colors but 

as structured visual images, might incline some of us to accept that experience is 

conceptual. Indeed, if this were what was meant by the term 'conceptual,' I would find 

myself in agreement with those who insist that experience is conceptual (though I would 

still insist that structured experience is 'given'). However, this relatively benign sense 

of 'conceptual' is not the sense in which those who attack the given intend the term. 

There is a more robust sense of the term 'concept' whereby concepts are the sorts of 

things that enter into reasoning by virtue of their inferential relationships with other 

concepts.*''^ Sellars holds that concepts are to be understood according to their inferential 

articulation—their role in the game of giving and asking for reasons. Only what is 

inferentially articulated is conceptually contentful. He is a holist about concepts, 

arguing that the possession of any one concept presupposes the possession of many 

other concepts besides.As a psychological nominalist, Sellars insists that concepts are 

defined, at least in part, by their semantic value. 

McDowell is committed to a similarly robust notion of concepts. Concepts are to 

be defined by their contribution to a thinkable content, such as a judgment.They are 

the sorts of things that can be reused in judgments, in a variety of contexts. To have a 

See Pollock (2004), Hoffman (1998), Marr (1982). 
Brewer (1999) 
Sellars (1997), 44-45. 

" BonJour argues in a similar vein that concepts presuppose language. BonJour (1969), 20. 
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concept requires being responsive to the rational relations that hold for that concept. For 

example, McDowell holds that to have the concept of color, one must understand that 

colors are the potential properties of things. Further, one must know that one's 

experiential responses reflect a sensitivity to a state of affairs in the world, that this state 

of affairs can obtain anyway, independent of such experiential responses, and, moreover, 

that one must possess the concept of visible surfaces of objects and of suitable viewing 

conditions. Thus, even the simple concept of a particular color presupposes a whole 

host of other concepts besides. This is necessary because, McDowell insists, "It is 

essential to conceptual capacities, in the demanding sense, that they can be exploited in 

active thinking, thinking that is open to reflection about its own rational credentials." 

We see then that though it is possible to credit infants with having conceptual 

experience when we employ the term in the weaker sense discussed above, when we 

understand the term in the robust sense that Sellars, McDowell and the like are using it, 

it becomes absurd to speak of an infant's having conceptual experience. Indeed, a child 

will not begin to have a concept until she has in place a whole system of conceptions 

interconnected by their inferential, rational relations, and this, likely, not until she 

understands a language. Thus, recalling condition (3); 

(3) An experiential state F belonging to subject S is conceptual if S possesses the 
concepts that characterize the content of state F, where these concepts are as 
determinate in nature as state F, and the specific content of state F is determined in 
part by these concepts, 

® McDowell (1994), 6. 
McDowcll (1994), 12 & 47. 
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we see that the requirement that S posses the concepts that characterize the content of 

her experiential state is a requirement that S have in place an understanding of the 

inferential relations that hold for such concepts and the ability to employ these concepts 

in active and self-reflective judgment. It is not enough that her experience be structured 

in part by some background system of rules. She must possess the concepts that define 

her experience in the robust sense that Sellars, McDowell and BonJour are committed 

to. 

With an understanding of what it is for an experiential state to be a conceptual 

state on the views that we will be considering, I now turn to laying out the course of my 

response to those who would attack the given. 

Overview of My Response 

The view that I will defend throughout the rest of this work is that there is in fact 

a given that plays a foundational role in knowledge. Though the given is at times 

conceptual, it need not be. Thus, I will argue against the view that only the conceptual 

can play a role in knowledge. This view is expressed in both arguments 1 and 3. I will 

call this view the conceptualist thesis. The conceptualist thesis states that nothing can 

epistemically contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge that is not 

essentially conceptual or belief-like. 

I will argue against the conceptualist thesis in three ways. First, I will consider 

and respond to arguments that Sellars, McDowell, Bonjour and Davidson have put forth 

in defense of the conceptualist thesis. I will argue that we need not accept the reasons 
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they offer in favor of the view that only what is essentially conceptual could contribute 

to the acquisition or justification of knowledge. I will argue further that though Kant 

had an important insight about our knowledge, that it is indeed through concepts that we 

think about and understand the world, this fact about us does not preclude a notion of the 

given playing a foundational role in our knowledge. 

Second, I will consider alternative views, views on which experience must be 

essentially conceptual in order to play any role in knowledge. I will argue that these 

views have difficulty accounting for how we acquire knowledge. On such views, it is 

generally held that experience can be essentially conceptual because concepts precede 

experience. But this leaves us with the question of how can we form a whole system of 

concepts without having experiences first. I will argue against the plausibility of the 

stories Sellars and McDowell put forth to account for how we acquire concepts without 

experiences. Thus, I will show that the conclusion of argument 3, that experience is 

essentially conceptual, has some undesirable consequences. Having reason to reject that 

conclusion, we must reexamine the premises of the argument. Since premise 2, which 

asserts that experiences play a role in our empirical knowledge, seems quite obvious, I 

argue, it is premise 1, the conceptualist thesis, that we must reconsider. The fact that 

experiences cannot all be essentially conceptual gives us reason to doubt that only what 

is conceptual can play a role in our knowledge. 

Third, many take the conceptualist thesis as obvious because they simply cannot 

see how it is possible that anything non-conceptual could contribute to and justify 

beliefs that are conceptual in nature. In response, I will provide a positive account of 
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how non-conceptual experience can contribute to and justify knowledge, both about our 

own experiences and about the world. 

My task here will be to show how it is possible that something that is non-

conceptual can contribute to knowledge. Again, we must distinguish here between a 

causal and an epistemic contribution. The world causally contributes to our empirical 

knowledge. It comes first in the causal chain that leads to our having empirical 

knowledge. But if in looking for something that contributes to both the acquisition and 

justification of knowledge, we are looking for something that is epistemic, then this 

thing must in some sense be cognitive. It must be significant to the mind in the sense 

that it must carry information. I will be arguing that the given plays not just a causal 

role but also an epistemic role in our knowledge. It carries information that is indeed 

significant to the mind. Hence a large part of my argument turns on a defense of non-

conceptual content. 

Having argued against the conceptualist thesis on three fronts I will have shown 

that the given can indeed play the foundational role in knowledge that it is taken to play. 

Thus, those who have bought into a notion of the 'myth' in their various epistemologies 

will have been vindicated. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: A DEFENSE OF THE GIVEN 

In the previous chapter we discussed an assumption that is found in two major 

arguments against the given. Again, this assumption can be stated as follows: Nothing 

can epistemically contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge that is not 

essentially conceptual or belief-like. It is this assumption and the arguments in defense 

of this assumption that I wish to challenge in this chapter. As I have noted earlier, the 

conceptualist thesis is more often merely asserted rather than argued for. 1 have tried to 

distill the arguments I have found in support of the conceptualist thesis into three 

different, but related, categories. They include a challenge to make sense of the nature 

of our apprehension of the given, a claim about the epistemic priority of concepts and, 

finally, the assertion that concepts are necessary for justification. 

I. Apprehending the Given 

Cognitive and non-cognitive apprehension 

Sellars, in Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, argues against a notion of the 

given as the sensing of particular sense contents that confer knowledge of a special 

sort.'^'^ He objects to this notion of the given because he argues the sensing of sense 

contents cannot play both the epistemic and causal role that empiricists have 

traditionally taken it to play. Consider the chain of explanation involved in our 

empirical beliefs. There are physical objects that are partly responsible for our sensing 

His argument was directed particularly at sense-data theorists but it purports to show that particular 
sense contents cannot be knowledge and so is here applicable to the given as we have been discussing it. 
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certain sense contents, that in turn are responsible for certain non-inferential beliefs, 

that, finally, are responsible for other inferential beliefs. We can offer a causal 

explanation in our move from physical objects to the sensing of particular sense 

contents. We can offer an epistemic explanation in our move from non-inferential to 

inferential beliefs. But what can we say about the move from our sensing of sense 

contents to the formation of non-inferential beliefs? Is this move in the chain cognitive 

(epistemic) or non-cognitive (causal)? Sellars lays out the choices as follows. Either: 

(a) It is particulars which are sensed. Sensing is not knowing. The existence of 
sense-data does not logically imply the existence of knowledge. 

or, 

(b) Sensing is a form of knowing. It \s facts, rather than particulars which are 
sensed. 

If our apprehension is non-cognitive, it is particulars that are sensed. But these non-

epistemic particulars cannot be premises in inference because they lack sentential 

structure. Thus, sensing is not a form of knowing.'^'* Alternatively, sensing may be a 

• • 07 
means of knowing precisely because it is the knowledge of facts that are being sensed. 

Sellars has offered a challenge for us to make sense of the move from the sensing of 

sense contents to the formation of non-inferential beliefs. So which alternative is 

preferable? If we are to contend that the given is sometimes non-conceptual, then we 

Sellars (1997), 16. 
Of course, this conclusion relies on the assumption that knowledge depends on inferential justification, 

and that one can only know facts in propositional form. Both of these assumptions I find contentious. 
I view McDowell's position as a version of choice h. By maintaining that experiences are conceptual in 

their very nature, he claims to make sense of how sensing can be a form of knowing. 
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must accept that sensing is (sometimes, at least) the sensing of particulars and not of 

facts. Thus, it looks like we are committed to option (a). 

But this leaves us with a problem for foundationalism. For it seems that the given 

cannot play a foundational role in knowledge if it is not known to us. Is it possible to 

claim both that it is particulars that are sensed and that sensing is a form of knowing? 

Sellars argues that we cannot make both of these claims. Doing so, he points out, leads 

to the following inconsistent triad: 

A. Xsenses red sense content s entails x non-inferentially knows that s is red. 
B. The ability to sense sense contents is unacquired. 
C. The ability to know facts of the form x is (f) is acquired.^^ 

We cannot consistently maintain all three claims, for A and B together entail not-C, B 

and C entail not-A, and A and C entail not-B. Note that condition A expresses the view 

that it is both particulars that are sensed and that sensing is a form of knowing.'*'^ It 

assumes the kind of transparency that we discussed in chapters one and two. Sellars 

takes foundationalism to be committed to A. That is, in order for sense contents to be 

foundational in our knowledge, he assumes, our apprehension of them must be a form of 

knowing. He points out that a sense-data theorist faces a difficult choice with respect to 

this inconsistent triad. He writes: 

He can abandon A, in which case the sensing of sense contents becomes a non-
cognitive fact—a non-cognitive fact, to be sure which may be a necessary condition, 

Sellars (1997), 20-21. 
For the present, the discussion of Sellars' inconsistent triad will be focused on condition A and whether 

a defender of the given is committed to this condition. I will leave for the moment the question of whether 
a foundationalist need accept conditions B and C. 
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even a logically necessary condition, of non-inferential knowledge, but a fact, 
nevertheless, which cannot constitute this knowledge. 

For a foundationalist to reject A, then, he must reject that the things that serve as a 

foundation for our knowledge, particular sense contents, themselves constitute 

knowledge. He must accept that at the foundation of our knowledge rests particulars, 

which are not themselves sufficient for knowledge. If knowledge of facts requires 

concepts, an apprehension of a sense content without accompanying concepts can never 

be sufficient for knowledge. 

But a defender of the given may accept that knowledge is knowledge of fact and 

that such knowledge requires the possession of concepts. In fact, on a traditional 

analysis of knowledge, knowledge is justified true belief If the status of knowledge can 

only be applied to belief, then we cannot have knowledge without having the appropriate 

concepts. And yet, one may have a particular experience without the capacity to believe 

anything. In fact, we do not form beliefs about most of our experiences and so such 

experiences, in themselves, are not sufficient for knowledge. Thus, it seems quite 

mistaken to hold that knowledge arises immediately out of sensory experience. Sensory 

experience itself does not entail that we know anything. But this is in line with what 

many defenders of the given have held. For example, C.I. Lewis held that we do not 

have immediate knowledge of the given without the application of concepts. This is 

because knowledge is the sort of thing that we can be correct or mistaken about. Yet the 

given is not the sort of thing that we can be correct or mistaken about. He writes. 
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"Knowledge always transcends the immediately given.""""*' It is not until we have 

applied concepts that we are in the realm of knowledge. 

Thus, we have tentatively opted for option (a). We accept that it is particulars 

that are sensed. Sensing is not knowing. The existence of sense-data does not logically 

imply the existence of knowledge. One may accept all of this, however, and still reject 

the conceptualist thesis. We may grant that the sensing of sense contents is not alone 

adequate for knowledge, while still maintaining that something that is non-conceptual 

could contribute to the acquisition and justification of our knowledge. As Sellars notes, 

the sensing of sense contents may be necessary but not sufficient for knowledge. But we 

are left with a further question if we accept option (a): How could something that is 

purely causal and non-cognitive possibly epistemically contribute to the acquisition and 

justification of our knowledge? 

In so far as the notion of 'purely causal' is defined as opposing the notion of 

'epistemic', then, by definition, something that is 'purely causal' cannot epistemically 

contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge. However, I would argue, the 

sensing of sense contents is not 'purely causal.' In presenting the choice above, Sellars 

identifies choice (a), the claim that we sense particulars and that sensing is not a form of 

knowing, with the acceptance that sensings are non-cognitive and purely causal in 

C.I. Lewis (1929), 132. On p. 123 he writes further, "Whether one should say that there must be 
concepts of qualia because they are recognized, or no concepts of qualia because they are ineffable; 
whether the immediate apprehension of qualia should be called "knowledge" becau.se of its function in the 
cognition of objects or should not be called "knowledge" because it neither needs nor can have any 
verification; whether this direct awareness should be merely so designated or should be termed a 
"judgment"—all this has to do only with the meaning of the terms "concept," "knowledge" and 
"judgment." What I wish to point out is the real and important distinction between qualia and the 
immediate awareness of them on the one hand and the properties of objects and our knowledge of them on 
the other." 
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nature. However, one may accept that we do not sense facts and that sensing is not 

sufficient for knowledge without accepting that sensings are non-cognitive and purely 

causal. Sellars identifies what is cognitive or epistemic with what is propositionally 

structured and available to play a role in inference. But we need not accept that a thing 

be propositionally structured in order to be cognitive or epistemic.'"' In presenting the 

two choices, Sellars fails to recognize a third option, which can be formulated as 

follows: 

(c) It is particulars that are sensed. Sensing is not a form of knowing, that is, sensing is 
not sufficient for knowledge. Sensings play an epistemic and not merely causal role in 
knowledge and are cognitive. 

Thus, we can answer Sellars' question that sensings are cognitive, though they are 

sensings of particulars, without being committed to the problem presented by his 

inconsistent triad. Sellars' inconsistent triad doesn't itself pose a threat to those who 

wish to reject the conceptualist thesis. That is, we can accept that while the non-

conceptual given is not itself sufficient for knowledge, it is cognitive and may still make 

a necessary contribution to our knowledge. 

Awareness of Sorts 

One may gesture at a possible solution to the problem of how the non-conceptual 

sensing of sense contents may make a cognitive contribution to knowledge. We can 

In the chapters that follow I will put forth and defend a view that accounts for the epistemic nature of 
the non-conceptual given. 
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hold that it is not facts, but particulars, that are sensed, but that this sensing brings with it 

a maximally specific awareness of sorts, that is, that through our sensing we grasp a 

determinate repeatable. This awareness is a direct awareness of unique phenomenal 

character and, as C.I. Lewis held, may involve recognition of universals, that is, 

recognition of a repeatable qualitative character type. Lewis writes, "Qualia are 

universals, and they are universals such that without the recognition of them by the 

individual nothing presented in experience could be named or understood or known at 

all "102 recognition, or awareness of sorts, as we have discussed previously, is not 

yet knowledge in itself because we may have it without yet having any concepts. 

Instead, it is what makes the formation of concepts possible and as such serves as a sort 

of proto-knowledge. 

As we have discussed in chapter two, Sellars objects to the notion that we have a 

primordial ability to take account of determinate repeatables. He asserts that Locke, 

Berkeley and Hume are all subject to this mistake. He argues that an awareness of sorts 

requires not only the occurrence of resembling particulars but the awareness that they 

are resembling particulars, which is merely an awareness of facts of the form .v 

resembles y. If defenders of the given insist that it is particulars and not facts that are 

sensed, Sellars maintains, they cannot claim that there is an awareness of sorts, or 

apprehension of determinate repeatables, in sensing. This is because such awareness 

requires a resemblance comparison and is thus an awareness of facts and not particulars. 

Any awareness of sorts, Sellars holds, must be mediated by concepts. 

C.I. Lewis (1929), 123. 



In response, let us refer back to our discussion of the matter in chapter two. 

There we argued that one's experience carries with it an awareness of sorts that is non-

comparative in nature. To experience a particular shade of red is to apprehend a quality. 

To apprehend this quality we need not be able to compare it to other qualities we have 

experienced in the past or to identify resemblance relations. This particular quality that 

we apprehend, however, is of a nature that it may be presented again in other 

circumstances. Thus, the quality that we apprehend in experience is what Sellars has 

called a detenninate repeatable. Moreover, it seems that we could not have an 

awareness of facts of the form .r resembles y without prior awareness of the quality x and 

the quality y. We could not begin to generalize or identify resemblance relations 

1 0^ 
without first having an awareness of determinate repeatables. 

Thus, in rejecting that awareness of sorts requires awareness of facts rather than 

of particulars, we make some room for a possible story regarding how the sensing of 

non-conceptual particulars could make a contribution to the acquisition and justification 

of our knowledge. Sellars maintains that all awareness, even of particulars, is a 

linguistic affair. If our awareness of our experiences was necessarily linguistic, then it 

would indeed support the conceptualist thesis for there would be no non-conceptual 

awareness that could make a contribution to our knowledge. But we should not accept 

that awareness of particulars, as awareness of phenomenal character, is a linguistic 

affair. Our acquaintance with particular phenomenal qualities need not presuppose 

concepts or language. It is open to us to maintain that we have a non-comparative 

See Fales (1996), 100. 
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awareness of determinate repeatables—of non-conceptual particulars and not of facts 

and that this awareness is cognitive. 

Discriminative and Conceptual Apprehension 

In "Knowledge, Justification, and Truth", Laurence Bonjour distinguishes 

between two types of apprehension."*'' He then uses this distinction to argue against a 

notion of the given. The two types of apprehension he identifies are discriminative 

apprehension and conceptual apprehension. 

Discriminative apprehension occurs when one's behaviors or dispositions to 

behave are influenced by some causal state of affairs. For example, when we walk, this 

involves complicated discriminative apprehension of what our body is doing; yet we do 

not have a conceptual awareness of what is going on. Bonjour likens discriminative 

apprehension to the apprehension of blind people who somehow sense objects in their 

environment and can maneuver based on these intuitions, but who are not justified in 

believing an obstacle is present.'""^ 

Conceptual apprehension occurs when one applies a concept in one's perception; 

as when I recognize a tree to be a tree because I have the concept 'tree.' But there is 

more in conceptual apprehension than just being able to utter sounds in response to 

certain stimuli. These utterances must occur in the context of further utterances and 

dispositions to such utterances. All cases of conceptual apprehension are cases of 

discriminative apprehension, but they are a special kind of case involving more than 

""•Bonjour (1969). 16. 
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mere causal processes. Bonjour points out that only conceptual apprehensions are 

candidates for knowledge in the strict sense. This is because only conceptual 

apprehension may involve a judgment or propositional claim that something is the case. 

Bonjour offers the example of a man with a broken collarbone. He is 

discriminatively aware of his injury—this is apparent in his behavior—but this man may 

not be able to conceptually apprehend that his collarbone is broken. Even if this man 

were trained to utter the words, "I have a broken collarbone," this would not be a matter 

of conceptual apprehension if the man lacked the relevant concepts. This man is 

contrasted with the trained doctor who has a thorough knowledge of physiology and 

who utters, "I have a broken collarbone," in response to his broken collarbone. The 

difference between these two men, Bonjour asserts, is that the utterance of the doctor 

connects up with a complex pattern of further utterances: the doctor is inclined to make 

correct judgments about broken collarbones; he can explain what it is to have a broken 

collarbone; etc. 

After drawing the distinction between discriminative and conceptual 

apprehension, Bonjour then proceeds to make the case that our apprehension of the 

given falls under neither of these types of apprehension. Our apprehension of the given 

is not conceptual in nature. This is because, first, defenders of the given want to 

preserve the contrast between the given and interpretation. This contrast would not be 

preserved, Bonjour argues, if our apprehension of the given was conceptual. Second, 

the capacity to apprehend the given is traditionally held to be independent of linguistic 

Though Bonjour does not specifically mention cases of blindsight, such cases would also qualify as 
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ability. Bonjour argues that conceptual apprehension cannot be independent of 

linguistic ability. Third, the given is said to ensure that knowledge is not contentless and 

arbitrary, that it is somehow independent of us. Discriminative awareness is sufficient 

to satisfy this requirement, so the given need not be conceptual. Finally, the given is 

offered as a solution to the regress problem. In order for the regress to end, the last 

prepositional claim must be justified by something non-propositional; a further 

propositional claim just adds to the regress. If the apprehension of the given were 

conceptual, or as Bonjour puts it, propositional in nature, then it could not play the 

foundational role it is taken to play. Thus, Bonjour concludes, our apprehension of the 

given is not conceptual in nature. 

Bonjour argues that our apprehension of the given is not discriminative in nature. 

He points out that our apprehension of the given is said to be certain, indubitable or 

incorrigible. But we cannot make sense of claims of incomgibility where no cognitive 

claims are made—as is the case with discriminative apprehension. 

Second, Bonjour points out that our apprehension of the given is traditionally thought to 

involve qualia. Yet discriminative apprehension need not invoke qualia, non-conscious 

robots can discriminatively apprehend when they reliably respond to their environment. 

Here we have another reason for assuming that our apprehension of the given is not a 

matter of mere discriminative apprehension. Lastly, Bonjour argues that discriminative 

apprehension cannot solve the regress problem. This is because justification is 

cases of discriminati ve awareness on Bonjour's theory. 
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cognitive, yet discriminative apprehension is non-cognitive and causal in nature. Thus, 

Bonjour concludes, our apprehension of the given is not discriminative in nature. 

Bonjour then proceeds to argue that since our apprehension of the given is 

neither discriminative nor conceptual in nature there is no further account of our 

apprehension of the given available. Since neither type of apprehension fits well with 

our notion of the given, he argues, it is hard to see how a more or less random blend of 

the two types of apprehension could account for the given. He then concludes that all 

the epistemological work that the given is said to accomplish can be achieved with a mix 

of discriminative and conceptual apprehension alone. Thus, there is no given. 

For now, 1 will put aside the question of whether all of the epistemological work 

that we need in order to account for empirical knowledge can be adequately 

accomplished with discriminative and conceptual apprehension alone. In the next 

chapter I will consider accounts of knowledge that involve these two types of 

apprehension alone, with no appeal to the given, and argue that they are inadequate to 

fully account for our empirical knowledge. The question at hand is whether, granted 

that our apprehension of the given is neither purely discriminative nor conceptual in 

nature, it is true that we are left with no further account of our apprehension of the 

given. 

Bonjour does an excellent job of highlighting the differences between 

discriminative and conceptual apprehension, and he is right to recognize that our 

apprehension of the given does not appropriately belong to either of these two types of 

apprehension. But he is mistaken to conclude from this that we cannot make any sense 
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of our apprehension of the given. To make sense of our apprehension of the given we 

must bear in mind the phenomenal nature of the given. Bonjour notes that the given is 

supposed to involve qualia. With this notion of phenomenal qualities in mind, we can 

see why our apprehension of the given is not discriminative in nature. When we walk, 

Bonjour says, we are discriminatively aware of our body's movements. A blind person 

might be discriminatively aware of his environment based on auditory cues that he does 

not recognize as such. The examples Bonjour offers of discriminative apprehension 

need not involve consciousness.'^^ Indeed, a mere thermometer might be 

discriminatively 'aware' of its environment. However, the given is necessarily 

conscious. 

It is instructive to reconsider the case of the man with the broken collarbone. 

There is something different going on here than in the other two cases Bonjour offers. 

When I am walking, this involves discriminative awareness of what my body is doing; I 

must have this awareness in order to continue to walk successfully and not lose my 

balance. Though this information is available to my brain in performing the 

complicated, but fairly automatic, function of walking, this information need not be 

conscious. The man with the broken collarbone, however, is in a different, and shall we 

say, more uncomfortable, situation. He is not merely aware of his broken collarbone in 

the way I am 'aware' of my movements when I am walking or a blind-sighter is 'aware' 

of the part of his visual environment that he cannot phenomenally experience. He is 

If anything, discriminative apprehension seems to fit better with Ned Block's notion of access-
consciousness on which information might be available to us in action, but not necessarily in a 
phenomenal way. What is unique about discriminative apprehension is tliat that the information we 
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aware of his broken collarbone because he has intense pain in the area of his collarbone. 

He is no thermometer; his experience of pain gives him a unique type of awareness of 

his broken collarbone, even if he lacks the necessary concepts to form the belief, "I have 

a broken collarbone." This man is consciously aware of his pain, and this information is 

cognitive, and not purely causal in the stimulus/response sense, despite being non-

conceptual. 

I'd like to here make the case for a third type of apprehension—one that is 

neither purely discriminative nor conceptual in nature. The man with the broken 

collarbone apprehends his pain in a unique manner. As Bonjour notes, the apprehension 

of phenomenal character does not fit well under either of his two types of apprehension. 

But we do apprehend phenomenal character; this is a fact about us. This gives us reason 

to suppose that there is a third type of apprehension; I will call it 'given apprehension.' 

In describing why an apprehension of the given does not fit well into either the 

conceptual or discriminative type of apprehension, Bonjour give us some clues as to the 

nature of this third type of apprehension. 

It is because our apprehension of the given involves phenomenal character that it 

is unique. As I have shown above, it is not merely discriminative. The fact that it is 

107 
conscious makes it available, indeed, 'directly available,' to us cognitively. Let us 

return to Bonjour's points with respect to the relationship of the given to discriminative 

apprehend need not play a conscious role in our reasoning (indeed it cannot, Bonjour argues, unless it is 
the particular type of discriminative apprehension that is also conceptual in nature.) See Block (1995). 

When I speak of'given apprehension' I am not suggesting that we normally apprehend the given 'as 
the given' in perception. Usually, it is the world, and not our own experiences, that we are aware of in 
perception. Still, there is a sense in which, having a conscious experience involves apprehending a 
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awareness. The given is said to be incorrigible while discriminative awareness cannot 

be where no cognitive claim is made. Whether our apprehension of the given is 

incorrigible or not is open to debate. Still, one may make a case that our access to the 

given is epistemically privileged by pointing out that the given plays a more direct role 

in cognition than does discriminative awareness, even if no conceptual cognitive claim 

is made.^*^^ Bonjour notes that discriminative apprehensions need not involve the 

apprehension of a phenomenal feel. Of course, given apprehensions do involve the 

apprehension of phenomenal character—to apprehend this character is just what it is to 

have a given apprehension. Finally, as Bonjour suggests, discriminative apprehensions 

are causal and non-cognitive, and thus, play no role in justification. However, the same 

is not true of our apprehensions of the given. As I will argue, the given is epistemic and 

cognitive. 

Because the given has a phenomenal character, our apprehension of it is not 

necessarily conceptual in nature. First, in our apprehension of phenomenal character we 

can preserve the contrast between the given and interpretation; our apprehension of 

phenomenal character is not (usually) 'revisable' in the way that our interpretations are. 

phenomenal character. When I see a red ball. I am not aware of my experiences as such, and yet there is a 
phenomenal character of which I am consciously aware. 

It seems likely that we cannot make sense of having incorrigible access to the given in the way we 
might say a belief is incorrigible. If the given is non-propositional, then 'incorrigibility' will mean 
different things when applied to our apprehension of the given and when applied to belief Still, this does 
not preclude a story that provides for privileged epistemic access in the case of our apprehension of the 
given. 

For example, my experience of an object in my right visual field provides me with unique phenomenal 
information that gives me a certain advantage over a blind-sighter's 'experience' of an object in his right 
visual field. 
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Second, to have a phenomenal experience does not require linguistic ability; a young 

toddler experiences the world before she acquires language."" Third, the information 

that the phenomenal character contains is sufficient to ensure that our empirical 

knowledge is not contentless and arbitrary; it need not be conceptual in order to serve 

this purpose. And finally, apprehension of the given can serve as a solution to the 

regress problem, for the regress can terminate in something that is non-propositional and 

yet information-bearing."' 

Thus, in challenging the nature of our apprehension of the given, Bonjour 

presents us with a false dilemma. Our apprehension of the given is neither purely 

discriminative nor conceptual in nature. And yet we can make sense of what sort of 

apprehension it is when we keep in mind that our apprehension of the given is an 

apprehension of phenomenal character. I have described here what this sort of 

apprehension involves and how it is different from the other two types that Bonjour 

identifies. Thus, instead of concluding with Bonjour that there is no given, we can 

instead conclude that there are at least three types of apprehension—our apprehension of 

the given is one of those types. 

Incidentally, I am not sure that conceptual awareness requires linguistic ability, but it is Bonjour's term 
and if he is using it in a technical sense, he can stipulate such .strict requirements on the notion. This is all 
the more reason, I think, to accept that there is a type of awareness that falls somewhere between the 
discriminative awareness of a thermometer and the conceptual awareness of a full-blown language user. 

Of course, discriminative apprehension is also information-bearing, but Bonjour notes, this information 
plays a causal and not an epistemic role in reasoning. More will be said later about why this phenomenal 
information may play an epistemic and not merely a causal role in reasoning. 
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Apprehension and Justification 

Bonjour makes another argument about our apprehension of the given that shares 

some similarities with the argument by Sellars that we discussed above. Sellars wonders 

whether our apprehension of the given is cognitive or non-cognitive. If it is cognitive, 

he argues, it is facts that are sensed, something a defender of the given may not want to 

concede. If it is non-cognitive, then, he argues, the given could not contribute to 

knowledge. Bonjour employs the same sort of argument applied to the justification 

rather than to the acquisition of knowledge. Here is a brief reconstmction of his 

argument: 

1) Let a be my experience. 
2) Let b be my belief about my experience. 
3) a is said to justify b. 
4) If I have experience a, than belief b is true but this isn't enough to make b 

justified. 
5) What is needed is some awareness or apprehension of a in relation to 

which b can be shown to be justified. Call this apprehension c. 
6) This apprehension c might be propositional or cognitive in character, i.e., 

it is an apprehension that such and such has occurred. 
7) Or, this apprehension c might be non-propositional and non-cognitive in 

character, involving nothing like a propositional claim. 
8) If c is propositional, then it is easy to see how it can justiiy belief b 

through straightforward inference. But then it is not basic—because it can 
be true or false, it too requires justification. 

9) If c is not propositional, then it is hard to see how c can justify b."' 

I am considering arguments that purport to prove the conceptuaiist thesis, to show that in 

principle a non-conceptual given could not play a foundational role in knowledge. It is 

Bonjour makes the same mistake that Sellars does of equating non-propositional or non-conceptual 
with non-cognitivc. As I have argued above and will argue later, a thing with information bearing content, 
(even if this amounts to nothing more than the experience with a particular phenomenal character), may be 
cognitive, even if it is non-conceptual and non-propositional. 
See BonJour (2000) for his formulation of the above argument. 
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important to note that this argument does not prove that the given cannot justify our 

beliefs. Rather, the argument amounts to little more than a challenge to show how such 

justification is possible. I want to claim that c is sometimes non-propositional. Thus, I 

must accept the challenge Bonjour puts forth in 9) to explain how c could justify b. This 

I will do in later chapters. Let me just note for now that I take c to be intrinsic to a. Our 

justification with respect to h is grounded in this intrinsic apprehension and is not 

inferential in nature. 

II. Epistemic Priority 

One of the central points in Sellars' Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind is 

that our concepts about physical objects and external behavior are developed prior to our 

development of concepts pertaining to experiences or appearances. Because concepts of 

physical objects come before concepts of appearances they are epistemically prior, that 

is, in the order of explanation, they come first. Thus, our ability to use concepts about 

appearances depends on our ability to use concepts pertaining to properties of physical 

objects. Sellars uses this point to lodge attacks against 'the myth of the given' on 

several fronts. From this he argues against the foundational nature of appearances; he 

argues that concepts of the properties of physical objects are not analyzable in terms of 

appearances; he argues that we can understand talk about appearances in terms of talk 

about properties of physical objects because both of these involve the same propositional 
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content; and, finally, he uses this point to ultimately argue that inner episodes are 

1 -1 T 

theoretical and not introduced to us through immediate experience. 

Against Foundationalism 

Sellars argues from the epistemic priority of physical-object concepts to a 

rejection of foundationalism, specifically Cartesian foundationalism. I am considering 

his arguments as they may be constnied in favor of the conceptualist thesis: Nothing can 

epistemically contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge that is not 

essentially conceptual or belief-like. 

Something non-conceptual could contribute to the acquisition and justification of 

knowledge in one of two ways: by producing basic beliefs (doxastic foundationalism) or 

directly, without belief, through our awareness of the experience alone (non-doxastic 

foundationalism). Sellars runs his argument against doxastic ibundationalism. 

However, in order to fully evaluate how his argument fares against the given, it will be 

necessary to consider his argument as it applies to both doxastic and non-doxastic 

foundationalism. 

Descartes holds that though we could be wrong when we form beliefs about the 

physical world, we could not be wrong when we form beliefs about the way things 

appear to us. Thus, beliefs of the form looks-F were foundational and grounded our 

The argument from epistemic priority turns on the claim that having concepts of experience 
presupposes having concepts of physical objects. Another version of the argument from epistemic priority 
is found in the claim that experience itself presupposes concepts. As we saw in the previous chapter, this 
claim is used in a number of argimients against the given. In the next chapter, I will argue that this 
assumption is false, that it gets things backwards. In that chapter I will put forth reasons to think that we 
may and do have experiences prior to the formation of concepts. 



99 

knowledge of beliefs about the physical world, or beliefs of the form is-F. Seliars 

argues against this that we cannot have a looks-F belief or concept without already 

having an is-F belief or concept. He writes: 

The point I wish to stress at this time, however, is that the concept of looking 
green, the ability to recognize that something looks green, presupposes the 
concept of being green, and that the latter concept involves the ability to tell 
what color objects have by looking at them—which, in turn, involves knowing in 
what circumstances to place an object if one wishes to ascertain its color by 
looking at it."'* 

This point seems right. Children learn to identify colors as properties of objects well 

before they learn to identify them as attributes of their experience. Indeed, the concept 

of experience {and of appearances) does not come until the child already has some 

concept of the mind as opposed to the physical environment. Seliars then proceeds to 

argue that because is-F beliefs are epistemically prior to looks-F beliefs, Descartes is 

mistaken to hold that looks-F beliefs are foundational. 

In order to evaluate this argument, we must first be clear about what it is for a 

belief or experience to be foundational. Recall that in opposing the conceptualist thesis 

we are taking the given to be foundational in the sense that it makes an epistemic 

contribution to the acquisition and justification of knowledge. So we must ask: Granted 

that is-F beliefs arc epistemically prior to looks-F beliefs, what does this epistemic 

priority suggest about the acquisition of our knowledge, and what does it suggest about 

the justification of our knowledge? 

Let's first consider the view that in order for a belief or experience to be 

foundational it must be epistcmically prior to other beliefs, for the reason that it must 
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contribute to the acquisition of those other beliefs. This view is presented by the 

empiricist who holds that we first have impressions and from those derive ideas or 

beliefs. The non-doxastic foundationalist, then, may hold that experiences are 

foundational in the sense that they are epistemically prior to other beliefs, they 

contribute to the acquisition of those beliefs. A doxastic foundationalist may hold that 

beliefs about experiences (or appearances), looks-F beliefs, are foundational in the sense 

that they are epistemically prior to other, is-F beliefs. We can see from this that Sellars' 

point about the epistemic priority of is-F beliefs has force only against the doxastic 

foundationalist. This is because a non-doxastic foundationalist may accept that is-F 

beliefs are epistemically prior to looks-F beliefs while yet insisting that experience itself 

is epistemically prior to is-F beliefs. 

The doxastic foundationalist who accepts Sellars' point about the priority of is-F 

beliefs must give up the idea that beliefs about experience are epistemically prior to 

beliefs about physical objects. Still, she need not abandon foundationalism all together. 

A doxastic foundationalist may claim that though our beliefs about physical objects are 

prior to, and necessary for, our beliefs about our experiences, these beliefs about our 

experiences are still foundational in the sense that they justify our beliefs about physical 

objects. Indeed, this second sense of 'foundational" seems to be what Descartes is after 

when he searches for what he can be certain of 

So let us turn to considering how Sellars' point holds against foundationalism 

about justification. As we have seen, Sellars' point about the epistemic priority of is-F 

Sellars (1997), 43. 
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beliefs to looks-F beliefs has little force against the non-doxastic foundationalist. If it is 

an experience (or percept) and not a belief about that experience (or percept) that 

justifies my beliefs about the world, then it is irrelevant as to which beliefs, is-F or 

looks-F beliefs, come first. Thus, the non-doxastic foundationalist, in holding that it is 

the experience itself that justifies belief, is not subject to Sellars' argument. 

How does doxastic foundationalism about justification fare? A doxastic 

foundationalist may accept that looks-F beliefs come after is-F beliefs and yet hold that 

it is looks-F beliefs that justify is-F beliefs because looks-F beliefs have an epistemically 

superior status. Of course, on an intemalist conception of justification we could not say 

that a looks-F belief justifies an is-F belief if one docs not yet have the looks-F belief 

Is-F beliefs, then, would not be justified until we had acquired looks-F beliefs. Thus, a 

doxastic foundationalist may be committed to holding that prior to our obtaining the 

ability to form beliefs about how things appear to us, we have no knowledge of how 

things are."'' 

Sellars takes his point about the epistemic priority of is-F beliefs to be a reason 

to reject foundationalism. We have seen, however, that though this point may have 

some force against doxastic foundationalism. it offers no reason to reject non-doxastic 

foundationalism. Therefore, we may maintain that experience plays a foundational role 

in the acquisition and justification of our knowledge without rejecting the well-taken 

point that our concepts pertaining to our own experience often do not come until after 

we have many concepts pertaining to the properties of physical objects; which is to say 
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that our experiences are foundational, even if we lack the ability to conceptualize them 

as such. 

Non-analyzability 

One who is committed to the fact that non-conceptual experience does contribute 

to our knowledge may point to the qualitative aspect involved in many of our concepts 

to illustrate this point. For example, my concept of red as a property of physical objects 

is importantly related to my phenomenal experience of red. I f my experience of red 

objects was an experience that is typically produced in normal observers in response to 

green objects, we may be inclined to say that my concept of red would differ in some 

way from other peoples' concept of red. In fact, the relationship between the 

phenomenal character of color experiences and our concept of color is sometimes 

expressed in the analysis of color. Thus, on a dispositional analysis of color, it is held 

that X is red iff x looks red to standard observers under standard conditions. Here we 

are analyzing the physical object property of being red in terms of the phenomenal 

'looking-red' and taking our experience as somehow basic. Sellars argues that this is 

just another version of the 'myth of the given.' 

Again he draws on the point that our concepts of the form is-F are epistemically 

prior to our concepts of the form looks-F. He writes: 

I have, in effect, been claiming that being red is logically prior, is a logically 
simpler notion, than looking red; the function "x is red" to "x looks red to y." In 

Though Sellars' argument is not a knock-down refutation of doxastic foundationahsm, it does offer us 
good reason, I think, to prefer non-doxastic foundationahsm to doxastic foundationahsm. 



103 

short, that it just won't do to say that x is red is analyzable in terms of x looks red 
toy}'' 

Seliars then proceeds to argue that not only is being red not analyzable in terms of 

looking red, in taking looks-red to be basic, we are mistaken in our very understanding 

of what it means to look red. He rejects that looking red is to be understood as a relation 

involving experience between the subject and the object. We will turn to evaluating 

Seliars' positive account of looks-talk shortly. But let us first examine, from the fact 

that our concept being red is epistemically, indeed, logically prior to our concept looking 

red, may we infer that non-conceptual color experience does not play a basic role in our 

color concepts? That is, might not x is red be at least partly analyzable in terms of the 

way X looks, even though is-F concepts are prior to looks-F concepts? 

Again, if we take phenomenal experience to be basic and prior to the formation 

of both is-F and looks-F concepts, then we can say that the actual experience does play a 

role in the formation of both is-F and looks-F concepts. In recognizing that the 

experience plays an important role in contributing to the content of our concepts, we 

may maintain that our color concept is analyzable at least in part by our experience of 

color. Granted, we may be able to recognize color as properties of objects well before 

we can analyze what it is for a thing to be a certain color (if what is involved in the 

analysis are concepts pertaining to appearances). We may recognize is-F properties of 

objects while yet lacking the concept looks-F. Still, this does not show that the 

phenomenal nature involved in looking-F is not essential for the formation of the 

concept is-F, nor that is-F concepts arc non-analyzable in terms of looking-F. 

Seliars (1997), 36. 
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Sellars on 'Lookings' 

The distinction is sometimes made between a things looking-F and seeing that 

the thing is F. The former may be said to involve merely the experience while the latter 

requires a concept. For example, a ball may look red to a child even before the child has 

the concept of red; before the child can see that the ball is red. What is it for the ball to 

look red if the child does not yet have the concept red? We might say that when 

something looks red to the child, there is a relation between the child and the object that 

involves an experience as of red. Here again, the phenomenal character involved in the 

child's experience of red is essential to the ball's looking red. Sellars rejects this view 

of things. He argues that all experience involves prepositional content. He thus rejects 

the view that the ball's looking red to a child involves an experiential relation between 

the ball and the child. 

There is another difference between seeing that a ball is red and a ball merely 

looking red. In order for one to see that the ball is red, the ball must actually be red. 

Whereas the ball may look red, even if it is not. Descartes is compelled by the fact that, 

in cases of illusion, an object may look to have a property that it does not in fact have. 

Though we may be mistaken about properties of objects, it is hard to see how we can be 

mistaken about how things look to us. Thus, for Descartes, we can be mistaken in our 

belief that we see that a ball is red, while we cannot be mistaken in the belief that the 

ball looks red. Sellars, in defending that experience essentially involves prepositional 

content and in rejecting the view that 'lookings' are foundational, rejects this 
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explanation of the difference between seeing that something is red and something's 

looking red. He offers his own explanation of 'lookings' instead. 

Sellars contends that since is-F beliefs are logically and epistemically prior to 

looks-F beliefs, we can understand looks-F talk in terms of is-F talk and that both of 

these involve propositional content. Sellars spells out the difference between seeing that 

a thing is F and a thing's looking-F as a matter of endorsement. He argues: 

Now the suggestion I wish to make is, in its simplest terms, that the statement "X 
looks green to Jones" differs from "Jones sees that x is green" in that whereas the 
latter both ascribes a propositional claim to Jones' experience and endorses it, the 
former ascribes the claim but does not endorse it. This is the essential difference 
between the two, for it is clear that two experiences may be identical as 
experiences, and yet one be properly referred to as a seeing that something is 
green, and the other merely as a case of something's looking green.^'^ 

Thus, Sellars claims that 'lookings' are not relations between subjects and objects 

involving experience. Instead, they amount simply to making propositional claims that 

are not endorsed. It is this view of lookings. Sellars argues, that explains what a) seeing 

X is F, b) its looking that x is F, and c) its looking as though x is F have in common. 

These all share common propositional content. They differ in that a is endorsed, b is 

only partially endorsed, and c is not at all endorsed. Sellars holds that it is this that 

accounts for the supposed incorrigibility of beliefs about appearances. For in failing to 

endorse a claim, there is no assertion of which we can be mistaken about. 

In offering his alternative account of 'lookings" in terms of endorsement, Sellars 

has argued against foundationalism in three ways. He has accounted for the difference 

between looking and seeing that in a way that does not take lookings to be a matter of 
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relation between subject and object involving an experience, he has accounted for the 

incorrigibility of appearance beliefs that so impressed Descartes, and he has argued for 

the propositional nature of lookings. The claim that all lookings are propositionally 

structured may be taken in support of the view that nothing that is non-conceptual could 

contribute to the acquisition or justification of knowledge. For if it is lookings that give 

us knowledge of the world and such lookings arc propositionally structured, then they 

are conceptual. Additionally, in rejecting that lookings are relations that fundamentally 

involve experience, Sellars is leaving no room for the phenomenal nature of the 

experience to play a part in our acquisition of knowledge; on his view, it is the 

propositional content of the 'looking' and not the phenomenal character of the 

appearance that gives us knowledge. 

We need not accept Sellars' account of lookings, however. Or rather, we may 

accept that his is one of many ways in which we use the term 'look:' at times when we 

say that something looks to us a certain way we are failing to endorse a claim about how 

that thing is. However, there is a more basic use of the term and, I argue, it is what is 

pointed to with this more basic use of the term that grounds the propositional claims that 

Sellars discusses. So let us first note that we can use looks talk to describe features of 

our experience. In describing how something looks, we may be pointing to the 

phenomenal character of our experience. For example, when I say, "The snow looks 

blue," I may be failing to endorse the claim that the snow is blue, but I am also making a 

'"Sellars (1997), 40-41. 
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claim about the way the snow looks to me, and the way it looks essentially involves 

phenomenal character as of blueness. 

Sellars argues that seeing x is F, its looking that x is F, and its looking as though 

X is F all share common propositional content, namely x is F. But clearly there is more 

than just propositional content shared here. When I see that something is red, when it 

looks to me that something is red, and when it looks as though something is red, I have a 

common phenomenal experience, the experience of red. What makes a seeing 

something as red different from a seeing something as green is not just a difference in 

propositional content; it is a difference in phenomenal character. Sellars admits that 

there is an intrinsic character of the common descriptive content of these three 

experiences.'^^ However, he argues that we cannot pick out this intrinsic character in 

terms of the quality F, in terms of the quality red, for example. This is because we 

cannot pry the term 'red' loose from its tie to physical objects. To attribute red to sense 

data, he argues, is a mistake. 

But we need not be committed to sense-data to recognize that we can pry the 

term 'red' loose from its tie to physical objects. We can form phenomenal concepts that 

pick out differences in phenomenal qualities and not differences in properties of physical 

objects. In naming these distinct phenomenal qualities, we are incliiied to use the name 

of the physical object property that invokes such qualities in us. Thus, we may talk of a 

rose's being red and of an experience being a red experience. We are not here saying 

that our experiences are objects that have the propeity red the way physical objects have 

"^Sellars (1997), 51. 
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the property red. Rather, 'what it's like' to have a red experience is 'what it's like' 

when we experience red objects. Thus, we can pick out the intrinsic phenomenal 

character that is in common in seeing x is red. its looking to S that x is red and its 

looking as though x is red, in terms of the phenomenal concept red. This intrinsic 

phenomenal character as of red, I argue, is what grounds the common prepositional 

content .j: is red. 

It is important to note here that one may have an experience of phenomenal 

redness in response to a red object well before one has the ability to form beliefs with 

the prepositional content x is red. That is, contra Sellars, something may look red to a 

person, say a young child, and this looking may not involve propositional content at all. 

Of course, the young child will not be able to form beliefs about how the thing looks to 

her, or of what color the object has, but this does not mean she is not having an 

experience of phenomenal redness in response to a red thing. In such cases we may say 

of the child, "that object looks red to her," though the child does not have any concept of 

redness."'' 

Returning to Sellars' arguments against foundationalism; Sellars has offered one 

explanation of the distinction between a thing's looking-F and seeing that a thing is F, 

where something's looking-F is a failure to completely endorse that that thing is F. But 

we can also account for the difference between a thing's looking-F and seeing that a 

thing is F in terms of concepts. Something can look-F to a person even if they lack the 

concept of F. However, the person cannot sec that an object is F if they lack the concept 



109 

of F. Here what we are pointing to when we say that a thing looks F is the phenomenal 

experience of an F quality. When we say we see that a thing is F, we are applying the 

concept F to the thing that we see. Additionally, we need not accept that it is the failure 

to endorse claims about the world that accounts for our intuitions about the 

incorrigibility of appearances. It is phenomenal experience that Descartes thinks we can 

be certain of. In speaking of our phenomenal experience we are endorsing a claim 

about how things appear to us and, thus, this claim is open to truth evaluation. Finally, 

as I have argued above, we need not accept that all lookings are propositionally 

structured. Thus, we may maintain the possibility that a non-conceptual, non-

propositional experience, a 'looking-F,' could contribute to the acquisition and 

justification of our knowledge.'^" 

The Myth of Jones''^ 

Sellars wants to reject the view that we have non-conceptual experiences from 

which we acquire concepts. However, he does not wish to reject the idea of inner 

episodes altogether. He has granted that there is an intrinsic character common to seeing 

X is F, its looking that x is F, and its looking as though x is F beyond the shared 

propositional content. Rather than accepting the conclusion I have suggested above— 

that this shared content is a phenomenal quality that we have the ability to be directly 

aware of pre-conceptually—Sellars attempts to offer his own account of this intrinsic 

We may say such things, for example, when we want to describe the child's experience when she is 
looking at a white ball in red light, or when we wish to suggest that the child is not color blind. 

See Alston (1998) for a further discussion of Sellars' account of 'looks-talk'. 
See Echelbarger for an interesting discussion of Sellars' myth of Jones. 
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character without appeal to the given. He accepts that there really are thoughts and 

impressions to be accounted for. However, he rejccts that these are episodes that we 

have pre-conceptual, direct access to. As wc have been discussing, Sellars is compelled 

by the fact that our concepts of properties of physical objects precede our concepts of 

experience. He makes use of this point in developing a story that illustrates his account 

of impressions. 

In the myth of Jones that Sellars puts forth, Jones and his countrymen first share 

a behavioristic language on which reports of others' behaviors are primary. (This retlects 

his point that concepts of physical objects are epistemically prior to concepts of 

experience). Eventually, Jones' society learns to ascribe thoughts to others, as this is a 

useful means for predicting others' behavior and noting certain regularities in such. The 

thoughts that they are ascribing to others are theoretical entities modeled on verbal 

episodes; they gain their semantic value, their meaning, from the meaning involved in 

these verbal episodes. Thus, on Sellars' view, one cannot learn to think until one has 

learned to speak. 

The ability to ascribe thoughts then acquires a reporting role as Jones' 

countrymen learn to ascribe thoughts to themselves. Though they ascribe thoughts to 

others by observing their overt behavior, they learn to ascribe thoughts to themselves 

non-inferentially, but this ability is socially grounded. A person obtains approval when 

his self-reports of his thoughts are consistent with his behavior, disapproval when they 

are not. This is how he learns to make reports of his own thoughts correctly. Sellars is 

eager to note that these thoughts are not private psychological episodes that we have had 
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direct access to all along, but rather theoretical entities that we have postulated. He 

writes, 

It cannot be emphasized too much that although these theoretical discursive 
episodes or thoughts are introduced as inner episodes—which is merely to repeat 
that they are introduced as theoretical episodes—they are not introduced as 
immediate experiences}^^ 

What it means for a thought to be 'inner' here is not that it belongs to some essentially 

private mind, but rather, that it is simply 'under the skin;' these episodes are 'inner' in 

the sense that physiological states of the brain are 'inner.' 

Sellars then proceeds to tell a similar story for sense impressions. First, Jones 

develops a crude theory of sense perception. He postulates impressions as theoretical 

entities that are the end result of the causal process involving impingements on the body. 

These entities are introduced as states of a perceiver, not as particulars. It is because the 

external word contains particulars that we mistakenly conclude that impressions are 

particulars. Sellars reminds us that these states of a perceiver are not introduced as 

psychological entities but as theoretical entities. Eventually, as Jones and his 

countrymen have mastered the use of Jones" theory of perception in predicting others' 

behavior, these theoretical entities called 'impressions' also begin to take on a self-

reporting role. Jones' countrymen develop conditioned responses for reporting these 

theoretical entities, these 'impressions' in themselves, such that they acquire the ability 

to do so non-inferentially. But again, though these impressions are 'inner,' in the sense 

that they are postulated as being 'under the skin,' they are not introduced as immediate 

experiences of which we have always been directly aware in our own private mind. 



Sellars takes himself to have accounted for the intrinsic character common to 

seeing x is F, its looking that x is F, and its looking as though x is F without admitting 

any form of the 'myth of the given.' The impressions that we have become aware of, 

once we have acquired the ability to employ these theoretical episodes in non-inferential 

self-ascription, are what is shared by these three acts. When something looks red to me, 

it looks the same as when I veridically see that something is red. It is the impression (in 

Sellars' sense of the term) that is in common when a thing looks F and when we see that 

a thing is F. It is this theoretical entity that we have postulated in our theory of sense 

perception and learned to identify non-inferential ly: in the case we have been discussing 

it is the impression of red that is shared when something looks red and when we see that 

something is red. But Sellars' sense of 'impression' is different from the traditional 

sense of the term, on which impressions essentially involve awareness of phenomenal 

character. In order to bring this difference out, we may observe that on the traditional 

view of the given, what makes an impression of red different from an impression of 

green is a difference in felt quality. But what characterizes the difference in these two 

impressions on Sellars' story? 

Sellars would respond that I have been ditYerentiating red things from green 

things all along. That is, 1 have been reliably responding differently to red things in my 

environment than to green things in my environment. But in such response I am little 

more than a thermometer. After acquiring a theory of thought and impression and 

learning to apply it to myself, I come to a theoretical entity that explains my ability to 

'"Sellars (1997), 106. 
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reliably differentiate red from green. Only when I have acquired a whole slew of 

concepts do I have the ability to form thoughts and to be aware of impressions. These 

impressions, which amount to theoretical inner episodes that account for my ability to 

reliably differentially respond to my environment on our theory of sense perception, are 

what account for the intrinsic character common to a things looking F and to seeing that 

a thing is F. Thus, the difference in the impression of red and the impression of green 

amounts to little more than the difference in the color of objects and my ability to 

respond reliably to that difference. 

In the stray that Sellars presents, the phenomenal character of an impression 

seems to drop out of the picture. We are non-inferentially aware of these impressions 

but this is not in the 'direct' sort of way that seems to characterize conscious 

phenomenal experience. We may be inclined to here ask, "But just what is it that Jones 

and his countrymen have learned to report on non-inferentially when they have learned 

to report their experiences? Mustn't there have been something there for them to report 

all along? Surely their acquiring of the theoretical concepts thoughts and impressions 

didn't bring those thoughts and impressions into existence any more than our acquiring 

of the concept molecule brought molecules into existence." Surely, impressions have 

been there all along, even prior to our development of a theory of sense perception. 

But what is this impression that has been there all along if it is not a phenomenal 

awareness? The only other thing that has been there all along on Sellars' story is our 

ability to reliably differentially respond to our environment. But here again another 

question; what grounds our ability to respond in a reliable way to our environment?—is 
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it something conscious or non-conscious? If it is something conscious, then we have 

what Sellars would object to as a version of the myth of the given, that is, we have an 

awareness prior to the development of concepts. If what grounds our ability to reliably 

respond to our environment is non-conscious, then this can't be the impressions that we 

have argued were there all along, even prior to our theory, because, on our theory 

(developed by Jones), impressions are conscious. 

Put another way, on our molecular, theory we can maintain that molecules had 

the properties they do even before we developed our theory. But it seems that Sellars 

cannot hold that impressions have the properties they do, namely, being conscious and 

non-inferentially available, prior to our formation of our theory, because it is essential to 

his view that we are not aware of our impressions pre-conceptually. But if our 

impressions were not conscious or directly available prior to the development of our 

theory, then it is hard to see in what sense they were impressions at all. Sellars must 

then either accept that in our formation of a theory of thought and sense impressions we 

bring such thoughts or sense impressions into existence or offer an account of what the.se 

were before the development of our theory; but it is hard to see how he can do this 

without appeal to the given. 

Sellars seems willing at times to bite the bullet and accept that there are no 

thoughts or impressions until after we have developed complex theories about them and 

learned to ascribe them to ourselves; that, indeed, it is in the development of my theory 

that such things are brought into existence. But consider what this requires. Let's say 

Sellars (1997), 116. 
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that 1 do not have conscious experience and am merely behaving as a thermometer. 

Through my non-conscious responses, 1 acquirc concepts about the extemal world, 

concepts about others' behavior, a theory of thought and sense perception and, still non-

consciously of course, I finally learn to apply this theory in predicting my own behavior. 

I suppose that I would be like a non-conscious robot as I acquire all this theory. 

Suddenly, when I have acquired enough theory (a theory which, by the way, includes as 

yet non-existent entities: impressions), the 'lights come on' and I begin to consciously 

experience the world. From this, I acquire the ability to report my impressions non-

inferentially. This is an odd picture indeed. 

Let me attempt to diagnose where Sellars has gone wrong here. Sellars argues 

that awareness requires 'sapience,' which requires the ability to operate in the space of 

reasons, which, in turn, requires concepts. Let me grant that there is a type of 

awareness, call it conceptual awareness, that has all of these features. But let me 

suggest that there is another type of awareness that falls somewhere between conceptual 

awareness and the reliable responses of a thermometer. This awareness is phenomenal 

awareness and, as I have been arguing, such does not depend on the possession of 

124 concepts. 

What is compelling about the myth of Jones is that it may be the correct account 

of how we acquire concepts of impressions. But we must keep in mind that the question 

of how we acquire concepts about our impressions is not the same as the question of 

Again, I do not mean to suggest by the term 'phenomenal awareness' that it is our experiences that are 
the objects of perception. Normally, I am aware of the world and not my own experiences in perception. 
And yet. it is the nature of conscious experience that it involves phenomenal awareness. Phenomenal 
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how we acquire the impressions themselves. It is plausible that I, as a young child, first 

form concepts and thoughts about the world. Eventually, perhaps to predict the behavior 

of others, I begin to form concepts pertaining to the mind. In developing an 

understanding of the mind, I begin to form various concepts that 1 can then apply to my 

own impressions. In doing so, I become aware of my impressions as impressions. But 

there is another sense in which I have been aware of them all along; indeed it is in the 

ver>' nature of these impressions that I am aware of them, for these impressions are what 

are consciously experienced by me. Thus, though the Myth of Jones might be an 

adequate story for how I acquire a conceptual awareness of my impressions, it does not 

account for the phenomenal awareness that is essential to my impressions and which has 

been there all along. 

We may conclude that though our development of concepts of physical objects 

may be epistemically prior to our development of concepts pertaining to the mind, this 

fact has little relevance with respect to the priority of impressions. That is, if we are not 

concerned with conceptual awareness but merely with phenomenal awareness, then we 

can hold that we are phenomenally aware prior to the development of many of our 

concepts, and that indeed, it is this awareness that contributes to the formation of our 

concepts about physical objects and our concepts about the impression themselves. 

Thus, the fact that our concepts of physical objects may be epistemically prior to our 

concepts of experience offers us no reason to accept the conceptualist thesis. This fact 

awareness does not involve attending to our experiences; rather, phenomenal awareness just is a conscious 
experiencing of a phenomenal charactcr. 
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about epistemic priority need not force us to accept that non-conceptual experiences 

cannot play a role in our acquisition of knowledge. 

III. The Space of Reasons 

Some have accepted the conceptualist thesis because they have accepted a 

certain thesis about justification, namely, that only a conccptual state can justify another 

conceptual state and, hence, that nothing that is non-conceptual could justify a belief, 

which is conceptual. A strong version of this thesis has been iterated by Davidson who 

writes, "Nothing can count as a reason for holding a belief except another belief."^^^ I 

would argue that this is false, however. Facts about the way things appear to us justify 

us in forming beliefs about the way those things are. For example, an adequate reason to 

accept that a ball is red is that it appears red to me. But here it is important to note that 

we do not always or even often form beliefs about how things appear to us. Most of our 

beliefs about the world are not accompanied by beliefs about how things appear to us; 

and yet most of those beliefs are justified by those very appearances. This gives us 

reason to reject Davidson's thesis that only beliefs can justify other beliefs, for we 

simply do not have all the appearance beliefs that would be required to justify our many 

empirical beliefs. Still, one may insist that justification essentially involves conceptual 

states, even if these are not fully-articulated beliefs. 

Davidson (1986), 310. 
This argument is put forth against doxastic foundational ism by John Pollock in Contemporary Theories 

of Knowledge, pp. 83-84. 
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Sellars writes of the "space of reasons," insisting that the given has no place in this 

space, for this space is essentially conceptual space. McDowell likewise asserts that 

relations of warrant cannot go outside of the conceptual sphere. He writes: 

The idea of the Given is the idea that the space of reasons, the space of justifications 
or warrants, extends more widely than the conceptual sphere. The extra extent of the 
space of reasons is supposed to allow it to incorporate non-conceptual impacts from 
outside the realm of thought. But we cannot really understand the relations in virtue 
of which a judgment is warranted except as relations within the space of concepts; 
relations such as implication or probabilification, which hold between potential 
exercises of conceptual capacities. The attempt to extend the scope of justificatory 
relations outside the conceptual sphere cannot do what it is supposed to do.'~^ 

McDowell, later summarizes this point with the pithy declaration, "A bare presence 

1 9R 
cannot be a ground for anything." But why must we accept that a bare presence 

cannot be a ground for anything? Why must we accept that relations of warrant cannot 

go outside of the conceptual sphere? These assertions, though rhetorically compelling 

amount to little more than an affirmation of the conceptualist thesis. Sellars, McDowell, 

and Bon Jour do put forth some support for this claim, however. We will consider what 

arguments they put forth in defense of this point below. 

Exculpations vs. Justification 

McDowell suggests that the boundary between the non-conceptual and the 

conceptual can be distinguished by what is causal and what is epistemic, respectively. 

The world impinges on our senses. He suggests that a non-conceptual reception of these 

impingements, in the form of sensation, would be just one step in the causal chain of 

'"McDowell (1994). 7. 
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perception. We would not be blameworthy for what goes on outside of the conceptual 

sphere, because our sensations would be the effect of a causal force alien to us and for 

which we have no responsibility. However, McDowell contends, though this causal 

force may account for why we form certain perceptual beliefs, it cannot justify us in so 

doing. He explains, 

But it is one thing to be exempt from blame, on the ground that the position we 
find ourselves in can be traced ultimately to brute force; it is quite another thing 
to have justification. In effect, the idea of the Given offers exculpations where 
we wanted justifications.'^'' 

In other words, McDowell contends, the given of sensory experience would be, at most, 

part of the causal, not the justificatory, explanation for why we hold the beliefs that we 

do. 

In his argument, McDowell makes much use of the notions of receptivity and 

spontaneity. Receptivity is equated with sensibility. It takes in how we are receptive to 

the world through sensation. It ensures that our empirical knowledge has content. 

Spontaneity is associated with the understanding, the faculty that enables us to think 

about what we have been sensibly receptive to. This spontaneity carries with it the 

notion of responsible freedom and such is necessary for possible justification (as 

opposed to mere e.xculpation). Therefore. McDowell contends, if we go beyond the 

boundary of the conceptual, we have gone beyond the boundary of spontaneity; we have 

gone beyond the boundary of what we are responsible for and, thus, beyond the 

possibility of justification. 

McDowell (1994), 19. 
'^"McDowell (1994), 8. 
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McDowell rejects the idea that at the outer boundary of the space of concepts 

there can be reason-constituting relations between the given and our most basic 

empirical judgments. Reasons-constituting relations presuppose responsibility, rather, 

presuppose spontaneity, and spontaneity cannot extend beyond the conceptual sphere. 

Thus, nothing that is beyond the conceptual sphere could be reason-giving in the 

normative sense. This leads McDowell to conclude that spontaneity extends to 

experience itself—that experience is essentially conceptual. Thus, he rejects the idea 

that a non-conceptual given could play any role in justification. 

Indeed, a notion of responsibility seems importantly tied to our notions of 

normative reasons and justification. For example, it would be absurd to ask if the eye is 

justified in having the retinal image it receives in response to impingements from the 

world. We may wonder if the retinal image accurately represents the world, but we do 

not hold the eye responsible as an epistemic agent and so questions of justification have 

no place in this context. But we must ask how far responsibility extends in the case of 

perception. McDowell suggests that spontaneity is essential to experience, and thus, that 

our responsibility extends all the way out to our very experiences.''"' But this does not 

seem to me to be right. 

Consider the case of a colorblind person. This person may desire to see in color, 

yet he seems to have little control over the matter. Can we ask in such a case if he is 

On page 12 of Mind and World, McDowell talks of spontaneity as the domain of responsible freedom. 
He insists that this spontaneity extends all the way out to experiences themselves. On page 13 he writes, 
"So we cannot simply insulate the passive involvement of conceptual capacities in experience from the 
potential unnerving effects of the freedom implied by the idea of spontaneity." This is because, if the 
impingements of sensibility "are conceived outside the scope of spontaneity, outside the domain of 
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justified or not in having experiences that do not represent color? Aren't his experiences 

beyond his control? It seems that he is not responsible for his experiences—though he is 

responsible for what he does with them, what judgments he draws from them. In fact, it 

is a distinguishing characteristic of sense experience, as opposed to thought, that we 

have little control over it. In my imagination, I may imagine a red ball turning white and 

then red again; shifting its imagined color as I will. But when I perceive a red ball, 

despite my best efforts to perceive white, the ball still appears red to me. Thus, I would 

suggest that spontaneity (or responsibility) does not usually extend to experience itself. 

So, if we are to preserve the border between the non-conceptual given and our 

interpretation, we may ask: Where does responsibility come in, or in other words, where 

are questions of justification relevant? As I have suggested, responsibility does extend 

to our interpretation of our experiences or our application of concepts to those 

experiences. Given our conceptual scheme, we can apply concepts more or less 

responsibly. We can form beliefs based on our experiences in a more or less responsible 

manner. We are justified when we form beliefs about the world that are appropriately 

grounded in our non-conceptual experience, for example, when these beliefs are 

sensitive in the appropriate ways to that experience. If I have an experience of blue and 

apply the concept 'red,' I am not being epistemically responsible, for the application of 

my concept is not appropriately sensitive to my experience. Thus, it is at the border 

between the non-conceptual and the conceptual that responsibility comes into play. We 

are not responsible for our non-conceptual experiences but we are responsible for how 

responsible freedom, then the best they can yield is that we cannot be blamed for believing whatever they 
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we cross the border between the conceptual and the non-conceptual in our application of 

concepts and our formation of beliefs.'^' 

1 would suggest, then, that the space of reasons extends more widely than the 

conceptual sphere. When we are appropriately sensitive to our non-conceptual 

experiences, then those experiences may offer reasons to believe what we do. When we 

are not appropriately sensitive to those non-conceptual experiences, then we are not 

justified in beliefs that are purportedly based on those experiences. Questions of 

responsibility are relevant here, but not in determining the content of our non-conceptual 

experience, for this we generally have little control over. Rather, these questions find 

application in what we do with that non-conceptual content in forming concepts or 

beliefs. Thus, though the given does play a role in the causal explanation of our beliefs, 

it can also play a role in the justificatory explanation. When we are appropriately 

sensitive to the given in the formation of our beliefs, or. in other words, when we are 

epistemically responsible in the way we cross the boundary between the non-conceptual 

and the conceptual, we have not a mere exculpation, but a justification as well. 

Giving and Asking for Reasons 

1 have thus far been arguing that non-conceptual experiences can ground 

beliefs—that these can be reasons for judgments. McDowell and Sellars put forth 

another argument to the effect that something that is non-conceptual could never be a 

reason. They both suggest that reasons or justification must be articulable by the 

lead us to believe, not that we are justified in believing it." 



123 

possessor of those reasons and this requires concepts. On this conception of 

justification, by definition, a non-conceptual experience could never be a reason for a 

judgment because one cannot articulate something that is non-conceptual without first 

making it conceptual. And here one may insist that the non-conceptual thing is not the 

reason for belief, for until it becomes conceptual and articulable it does not even belong 

in the space of reasons but rather in the space of causes. 

A straightforward answer to this point might be to grant that reasons must be in 

principle articulable, for we may be able to articulate the justification that arises from a 

non-conceptual experience by referring to it under a concept. However, this does not 

mean that the possessor of this justifying experience need be able to articulate her 

justification; the possessor of this justification need not have the concepts for such an 

articulation in order to have a reason for belief. Indeed, we might here evoke the 

familiar distinction between being justified and being able to justify what one says, 

noting that we are often justified in certain beliefs, even while we yet lack the ability to 

fully articulate our justification. And yet both Sellars and McDowell find the view that 

reasons must be articulable by the possessor of those reasons compelling, so let us 

consider their arguments to this effect. 

In Science, Perception, and Reality, Sellars writes, "In characterizing an episode 

or a state as that of knowing, we are not giving an empirical description of that episode 

or state; we are placing it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to 

It is because we are not responsible for our experiences that the regress of justification can terminate at 
those experiences without requiring further justification. 
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justify what one says."'^^ Here Sellars is rejecting the possibility that one could have 

direct knowledge of one's non-conceptual experiences. We have already granted that 

what is immediately given alone is not sufficient for knowledge, for knowledge insofar 

as it is propositional is indeed conceptual. But there is still a point of contention here. 

Sellars is equating belonging to the logical space of reasons with being able to justify 

what one says. I have suggested that the logical space of reasons extends more widely 

than the conceptual sphere in that certain non-conceptual experiences can provide 

reasons for belief Yet, Sellars would contend, non-conceptual experiences do not 

belong in the space of reasons for only what is conceptual is articulable, and thus, 

available for us to use in justifying our beliefs.'"'"^ 

Sellars argues, for example, that for one to know that a thing is green, she must 

not only be disposed to utter "This is green" in the presence of green things, she must 

know that she is so disposed. Why such a stringent requirement? Because, Sellars 

argues, there is a weak sense of 'rule following' whereby we exhibit unifonnity of 

behavior and nothing more. And yet, in this sense of rule following, our behavior is 

equivalent to mere thermometers that respond reliably to the environment, and this 

behavior is certainly not sufficient for knowledge. What distinguishes us from 

Sellars (1963), 69. 
Again, I contend that non-conceptual contents are articulable, for we can appropriately apply concepts 

to them. 
McDovvcll echoes Sellars but applies this point even further, requiring background knowledge not only 

in order to have empirical knowledge, but also to have the experiences themselves. He writes, "No subject 
could be recognized as having experiences of color except against a background understanding that makes 
it possible for judgments endorsing such experiences to fit into her view of the world. She must be 
equipped with such things as the concept of visible surfaces of objects, and the concept of suitable 
conditions for telling what something's color is by looking at it." McDowell (1994), 30. 
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thermometers and puts us in the space of reasons is that we know that we respond 

reliably to our environment and we can articulate this as a reason for our belief 

Yet there is an obvious difficulty with Sellars' requirement. In order to know 

that something is green, I must know that I reliably respond to green things. But how 

am I supposed to know that I respond reliably to green things without first being able to 

tell that something is green? Clearly, my being justified in believing that something is 

green is tied up with my experience of green and the fact that this experience is a 

reliable sign of green things in the world. Yet, I cannot articulate this justification 

(know that it is a valid justification) without first having knowledge about green things. 

This is good reason. 

Must we then resign ourselves to Sellars' alternative, that without the ability to 

justify what we say we are no longer operating in the space of reasons and are behaving 

as mere thermometers? I will argue that there is a middle ground between being able to 

fully articulate our justification and behaving as a mere thermometer. However, let us 

first turn to considering McDowell's argument that one must be able to offer one's 

reasons in order to have reasons. Then I will put forth a response that I think will allay 

the discomfort both Sellars and McDowell express over the idea that one may have 

reasons that one cannot articulate. 

In his postscript, McDowell responds to Peacocke who holds the same view that 

I have been advocating, namely, that non-conceptual experiences could count as reasons 

for belief''^' McDowell argues that from a third-person perspective we might evaluate 

See McDowell (1994), 161-165 and Peacocke (1992a), 7-8. 
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someone as doing something for a reason insofar as that action is an appropriate means 

of bringing about a desired end. And yet, the reasons that we identify might not be the 

subject 's reasons for acting. A subject might desire an end and perform actions that are 

suited to achieving that end without knowing that those actions are so suited to bringing 

about that end and without performing those actions with the intent of accomplishing the 

desired end. Thus, the subject may have a reason (in the third-person sense) without 

acting /br that reason. To illustrate, McDowell offers the example of a cyclist who 

makes the correct bodily adjustments that are necessary to stay balanced, but does not 

make these adjustments for the reason of staying balanced; he does not have a reason, or 

so McDowell contends. 

Given this, McDowell challenges, how can we know that a non-conceptual 

experience is the reason for a subject's belief; how do we know that the subject formed 

her belief/or that reason? Peacocke has offered a story as to why non-conceptual 

experiences are good reasons to form beliefs about the world. He has a story as to why 

the non-conceptual experience of green is a good reason to accept that there is a green 

object that one is experiencing. But all of this is from the third-person point of view. 

McDowell suggests that one possible way to know that the subject is forming beliefs 

that are reasons-grounded in non-conceptual experience is that the subject accepts 

Peacock's story and is able to give an account of her reasons by providing the correct 

philosophical theory. But, as McDowell correctly notes, one need not be in possession 

of complex philosophical theory in order to have a reason. 



127 

McDowell then offers an alternative suggestion. We can know that a non-

conceptual experience is a subject's reason for belief when the subject can offer it as her 

reason for belief If we ask a subject why she believes something is green, she need not 

be able to provide any complicated philosophical theory, but she can articulate her 

reason, "Because it looks green." McDowell writes, 

In the reflective tradition that we belong to, there is a time-honored connection 
between reason and discourse... Now Peacocke cannot respect this connection. He 
has to sever the tie between reasons for which a subject thinks as she does and 
reasons she can give for thinking that way. Reasons that a subject can give, insofar 
as they are articulable, must be within the space of concepts.'"'^ 

Thus, McDowell concludes that we cannot suppose that a subject is forming a belief for 

the reason of their experience unless they can offer that reason as their reason, and all of 

this, of course, requires concepts. 

It is important to note that by posing the question as he does—by asking how we 

know that a person is acting for a specific reason—McDowell is already putting the 

question of reasons in a discursive context. For, of course, we cannot know if someone 

is acting for a specific reason unless it is confirmed to us by that person. I cannot know 

for sure if someone murdered his wife for the insurance money unless he tells me that 

this was his reason, otherwise I can only hypothesize. But clearly a person can have a 

reason for acting even if others are unable to know that this is their reason for acting. 

One could form a belief for good reason, one that is grounded rationally in experience, 

for instance, without being able to articulate to others that this is the reason for their 

belief It is a logical error to move from the fact that we cannot tell a subject's reasons 
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unless she has articulated them to the claim that a subject cannot have reasons that she 

cannot articulate. 

Still, I think that there is a worry that McDowell is trying to express here and it 

can be expressed in the form of a question; "What would it be for a person to have a 

reason that they are acting on that they cannot articulate?" This echoes Sellars' concern 

that mere uniformity of behavior is not sufficient to operate in the space of reasons. 

Clearly, there must be something more than mere uniformity of behavior for a person to 

be acting for a reason, but if we contend that this 'something more' is not the ability to 

articulate our reasons, then we must offer an account of what this 'something more' is. 

John Pollock has argued that reasons for belief are grounded in epistemic norms 

that guide our epistemic behavior.interestingly, he employs the same example that 

McDowell does, that of a cyclist, to argue that norms can govern our behavior, even if 

we cannot articulate what those norms are. A cyclist, he points out, is making the 

correct bodily adjustments in order to stay on the bike (for that reason), even if she is not 

able to articulate her reason. When one has procedural knowledge, one can be guided 

by a norm without having to think about that norm. Likewise with epistemic norms: we 

may have internalized norms that license the epistemic move from certain non-

conceptual, experiential content to particular beliefs about the world, and yet we might 

be unable to articulate these. Our behavior is governed by norms in our move from the 

non-conceptual to the conceptual; thus, certain moves are licensed while others are not 

and we can be sensitive to this while yet being unable to articulate our justification. 

'"'McDowell (1994), 165. 
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In response to Sellars, this is what distinguishes us from mere thermometers, for 

their behavior is not governed by internalized epistemic norms as ours is. Norm-guided 

behavior is the 'something more' over and above mere uniformity of behavior that is 

necessary for one to have reasons. And again, we may have these reasons when we are 

so guided, even if we lack the ability to articulate them. In response to McDowell, we 

have identified what it is to have a reason that one cannot articulate, defending the claim 

that one can have a reason, even if others cannot be sure that it is their reason. Thus, as I 

will argue further, beliefs that are based on non-conceptual, experiential content, when 

such beliefs are appropriately guided by procedural epistemic norms, are beliefs that are 

justified by good reason. 

Justification as Inference 

Another problem arises for the possibility of non-conceptual justification for 

those like Sellars and Bon Jour who conceive of justification in terms of inference. They 

hold that positive epistemic status is conferred inferentially only by propositionally 

structured justified belief, thus it cannot be conferred by non-propositionally structured 

experiences. In Robert Brandom's discussion of Sellars he summarizes the point as 

follows; 

On the sort of account Sellars opposes to the Myth, conceptual content is 
inferentially articulated. But inference is a process arising only in the "game of 
giving and asking for reasons," which essentially involves beliefs. This is a 
normative realm, of commitment and entitlement to claims, of endorsement and 

™ See Pollock (1974), Chapter 5. 
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justification. It is what Sellars has been caUing the 'epistemic.' The Myth is to think 
that anything could intrinsically, naturally, or necessarily possess a particular 
significance for this realm, independent of the acquisition or deployment of concepts 
by the one for whom it has that significance. Acts of awareness as traditionally 
conceived, as entailing the existence of something sufficiently belief-like to serve as 
the ultimate inferential ground of empirical knowledge (never mind as themselves 
constituting knowledge), would have to have just that property. 

Thus, in construing justification in terms of inference, Sellars is rejecting that something 

that is non-conceptual could play any role in justification, for inference can only take 

place between truth-evaluable propositions. Thus, there is no room in the space of 

reasons for non-conceptual justification. 

BonJour presents his argument in the form of a dilemma: a non-conceptual belief 

can either ground our beliefs causally or inferentially. Our experience either causes us 

to have the belief or we infer the belief fi-om our experience. If the grounding is merely 

causal, then sense experience is "at best only another link in the causal chain from 

environment to belief, of no special epistemic importance.'"'If the grounding is 

inferential, then it is conceptual in nature, and hence, not given. 

In response, I would argue that the dilemma BonJour offers is a false dilemma. 

Inference and causation do not exhaust the possible ways that a belief can be justified by 

experience. Admittedly, justification is often a matter of inference. But inference is not 

the only way a belief can be justified. So what is the justification relation between non-

conceptual experience and belief if it is not inferential and it is not merely causal? This 

is a question that 1 will answer at length in the chapters to follow. But let me make a 

preliminary suggestion: when we have conscious awareness, this awareness is an 

Brandom(1997), 151. 



awareness of content—in such conscious awareness we are directly acquainted with this 

content. We do not infer our beliefs from this non-conceptual content, instead we 

recognize a description of that content in the non-propositional awareness. In fact, 1 will 

argue that in some cases this description of the content may exactly mirror the content 

because it is partially constituted by the non-conceptual content. That this description 

corresponds in character to the non-conceptual content of experience, gives us good 

reason to think the description is tnie.''*" Thus, as I will argue further, there can be a 

justifying relation that is not inferential in nature. 

Logical Space 

I have suggested that the non-conceptual given does have a place in the space of 

reasons. We are governed by norms that license certain beliefs on the basis of what is 

given to us, while other beliefs are not licensed by those same norms. So, for example, 

when I have an experience of a red thing, that experience is good reason to suppose 

there is a red thing presented to me and not a blue one, given my conceptual scheme. 

That there are appropriate and inappropriate ways of crossing the boundary between the 

conceptual and the non-conceptual suggests that there is structure to our non-conceptual 

awarenesses and it is our awareness of that structure that allows us to learn and apply the 

correct concepts. But here again, Sellars would disagree. In fact, it is this version of the 

'myth' as he sees it that he focuses much effort on dispelling. He diagnoses the 'myth' 

as follows: 

BonJour (1969), Chapter 2. 
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But though it is we who are familiar with this logical space, we run the danger, if 
we are not care ful, of picturing the language learner as having ab initio some 
degree of awareness—"pre-analytic," limited and fragmentary though it may 
be—of this same logical space. We picture his state as though it were rather like 
our own when placed in a strange forest on a dark night. In other words, unless 
we are careful, we can easily take for granted that the process of teaching a child 
to use a language is that of teaching it to discriminate elements within a logical 
space of particulars, universals, facts, etc., of which it is already 
undiscriminatingly aware, and to associate these discriminated elements with 
verbal symbols. 

Sellars is concerned with arguing that we could not have any awareness of 

logical space prior to our conceptual awareness. He defends "psychological 

nominalism," the view that there is no awareness of logical space prior to, or 

independent of, the acquisition of language, arguing that all awareness of particulars is a 

linguistic affair. He invites us to "give up the idea that we begin our sojourn in the 

world with any—even a vague, fragmentary, and undiscriminating—awareness of the 

logical space of particulars, kinds, facts, and resemblances, and recognize that even such 

"simple" concepts as those of colors are the fruit of a long process of publicly reinforced 

142 responses to public objects (including verbal performances) in public situations,..." 

In rejecting a pre-conceptual awareness of particulars, Sellars suggests that we 

cannot be aware of anything without first having a concept of that thing (and many other 

concepts besides). Thus, unless we are bom with an entire conceptual scheme, we, as 

infants, have no awareness of anything. But what does it mean to say that infants have 

no awareness of things? Does it mean that they are not phenomenally conscious, that all 

is proverbially 'dark' for them, for they lack all experience? Anyone who has had much 

Responses along these lines are suggested by Laurence BonJour (2000) and David Chalmers (2002). 
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dealing with infants will find this quite implausible. Brandom, in his interpretation of 

Sellars, offers an explanation of what Sellars means by awareness that tones down 

Sellars' assertion quite a bit. He distinguishes between sentience and sapience, 

suggesting that animals and infants are sentient and yet not sapient. Sapience, Brandom 

suggests, is classitlcatory awareness, but it goes beyond having the ability to classify by 

merely responding reliably to stimuli (as in the case of a parrot, for example). Sapience 

requires more than just classifying by differential response, because sapience is 

conceptual awareness. 

On Brandom's interpretation. Sellars is arguing that there can be no conceptual 

awareness without language. Though I am inclined to disagree, for it seems that we can 

possess certain concepts prior to our possession of language, this proposal is far less 

distasteful and far less radical than what Sellars initially appears to be asserting. For it is 

not a matter of much dispute that there can be no conceptual awareness without 

concepts. But I am inclined to think that Sellars was making a stronger claim. I take 

Sellars to be arguing that this strong notion of linguistic awareness is the only notion that 

we can use to make sense of awareness of particulars; any awareness of particulars just 

is a conceptual awareness. Now this claim is a challenge to my view, for I have been 

suggesting that it is this pre-conceptual awareness, a conscious awareness of 

phenomenal character, which grounds certain beliefs, and thus, that there is awareness of 

particulars prior to the acquisition of language. 

Sellars (1997), 65. 
Sellars (1997). 87. 
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To illustrate, let us set aside conceptual awareness, or sapience, and discuss 

sentience. In one sense of 'sentience,' to be conscious is just to be awake. But there is a 

type of awareness that is possessed prior to conceptual awareness; I have been calling 

this awareness phenomenal awareness. Such awareness is characterized by the "what 

it's like" aspect of experience. So let us return to the question of phenomenal 

awareness—that which we are inclined to attribute to the infant and plausibly to the 

parrot as well. Brandom suggests that the parrot and the infant may be able to classify 

by differential response. An infant, for example, behaves differently in response to his 

mother's voice than he does to other sounds, suggesting that he 'recognizes' her 

voice.What grounds the infant's ability to respond differently? There are at least 

two options: the infant may be a mere thermometer with no phenomenal awareness or 

the infant may be responding differently because he is experiencing different 

phenomenal character. 

As I have suggested, I find it extremely implausible that human infants are not 

conscious. Admittedly, there is no argument that I can offer to prove that this is the 

case, for even though infants behave as though they are conscious, one could always 

argue that they are behaving as a cleverly designed non-conscious robot. But, on this 

view, a child would have to be completely non-conscious until she had acquired 

language, and then, and only then, would 'the lights go on' and the child begin to have 

deCasper, A. J. & Fifer, W. P. "Of human bonding: Newborns prefer their mothers' voices", Science, 
(1980), 208, pp. 1174-6. 
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infants are non-conscious. 

If we grant that human infants possess phenomenal consciousness, then we have 

a plausible answer to what grounds the infant's ability to respond differently to different 

stimuli. The infant has this limited form of classificatory awareness because the infant 

experiences differences in phenomenal character. Now this seems to me to be an 

awareness of particulars, for a child is aware of his mother's voice as it is distinguished 

from other noises. There is a structure to phenomenal character prior to the 

development of language and it is real differences in the character of the given that 

ground the concepts that we eventually develop. Because we are aware of these 

differences in phenomenal character, in the sense that we experience the differences 

even if we can't yet articulate them as such, I would argue, there is some limited 

awareness of logical space prior to the acquisition of concepts. Further, the concepts we 

learn to apply are grounded in real phenomenal differences: it is not because we have 

formed certain concepts that we experience red as different from green, but rather, it is 

because we experience red as different from green that we form different concepts for 

each. Thus, I would contend, against Sellars, that there is an awareness of particulars 

and of logical space in general prior to the acquisition of language. Granted, it is not 

conceptual awareness, but that is my main point: that there can be a pre-conceptual 

phenomenal awareness that grounds our knowledge. 

More will be said in defense of this claim later. 
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Conclusion 

We have considered various arguments that have been taken to support the 

conceptualiSt view that nothing can epistemically contribute to the acquisition or 

justification of knowledge that is not essentially conceptual or belief-like. 1 have argued 

that the reasons that have been put forth in defense of this view do not stand up. First, 

we can understand our apprehension of the given in a way that makes sense of how the 

given is available to play a foundational role in knowledge. Second, we understand that 

the fact that concepts pertaining to the world may be epistemically prior to concepts 

pertaining to our experience has little bearing on the fact that phenomenal awareness is 

prior to both types of concepts, and thus, foundational in that sense. Finally, we see that 

there is no reason, in principle, to suppose that concepts are necessary for justification. 

Thus, I have argued, we have little reason to accept arguments in favor of the 

conceptualist thesis. In the next chapter 1 will turn to consider what is wrong with 

epistemological views that are committed to the conceptualist thesis. Following that, I 

will put forth a positive view of just how something that is non-conceptual could 

contribute to the acquisition and justification of knowledge. In so doing. I hope to lay to 

rest all reason to suppose that the given cannot play a foundational role in knowledge. 



137 

CHAPTER FIVE: A CHALLENGE TO THE CONCEPTUALIST 

Introduction 

In this chapter I will consider alternative views, views that start with the basic 

assumption that non-conceptual experience could never contribute to the acquisition or 

justification of knowledge. I will consider in particular the positive views of both 

Sellars and McDowell. In defense of the claim that a non-conceptual given can play a 

role in our knowledge, I will argue that their alternative views have serious defects, 

defects which are grounded in the rejection of any epistemic role for non-conceptual 

experience. 

Recall that in chapter three we discussed a conclusion that both Sellars and 

McDowell draw from the conceptualist thesis. This conclusion is that experience is 

essentially conceptual. The argument for this claim ran as follows; 

pi: Nothing can episteniically contribute to the acquisition or justification of 
knowledge that is not essentially conceptual or belief-like. 

p2; Experience epistemically contributes to both the acquisition and justification 
of knowledge. 
Experience is essentially conceptual.' 

The positive views of Sellars and McDowell are built upon the claim that experience is 

essentially conceptual. These views are a rejection of the empiricist picture whereby we 

Recall that experiences are held to be essentially conceptual (on this use of the term) when it is 
supposed that we must have an individual concept for every individual experience we have, or at least for 
every individual experience that is capable of playing a role in knowledge. Again, this is because, on the 
views that I am considering, concepts play a role in defining the content of experience. 
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have 'unadulterated' experiences and out of these we form various concepts.'^® Rather, 

on the views of Sellars and McDowell, we first have concepts and only then do we 

acquire the ability to have awareness or experience. Many of the challenges that I will 

pose to the views of Sellars and McDowell address the assertion that concepts are 

necessary for awareness or experience. 

Sellars' View 

Sellars is committed to psychological nominalism, a view on which "all 

awareness of sorts, resemblances, facts, etc., in short, all awareness of abstract entities— 

indeed, all awareness even of particulars—is a linguistic affair."'''^ Awareness of any 

sort presupposes not only concepts but language as well, for Sellars holds that there is no 

awareness of logical space prior to the acquisition of language. Here we are confronted 

with the question of how one learns language prior to any 'awareness' either of 

particulars or of logical space. On the empiricist picture, concepts are formed from 

experience, by abstraction or some other process. However, because concepts are 

necessary and indeed prior to experience on Sellars' view, Sellars must offer an 

alternative story of how concepts are acquired. 

Note that many early empiricists had a different notion of 'unadulterated' experience than the one I am 
defending here. On early views, the given was most likely conceived of as being what we would describe 
as a bitmap of colors (in the case of vision), void of all cognitive construction or interpretation. As I have 
argued, it is likely that there is much that is cognitive about even our earliest experiences. So, in 
defending 'raw' experiences, I am only defending the possibility of experiences that do not involve 
concepts, where the term 'concepts' is to be understood in the robust sense that Sellars and McDowell are 
committed to. 

Sellars (1997), 63. 
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But let us first look at just what is required for awareness of particulars on 

Sellars' view. Sellars insists that experiences contain propositional claims. For 

example, seeing that something is green contains the propositional claim "that is green." 

On Sellars' view, one cannot be aware of green unless one is applying a concept of 

green, thus, seeing green is always a matter of "seeing that" something is green or it 

"looking as if something is green. Only when one can apply the concept green can one 

experience green, for again, such experience involves a propositional claim. But in 

order to have the experience of seeing that something is green, it is not enough that one 

utter sentences of the form "this is green" in response to green things, for this would 

only evidence mere thermometer-like behavior and not the possession and application of 

concepts. In order to experience green, in order to apply the concept 'green,' one must 

be capable of endorsing the claim "this is green." Such endorsement involves operating 

in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says. 

Sellars insists that in order to have the authority to endorse a claim, one must be 

able to recognize that one has the authority. He writes: 

For if the authority of the report "This is green" lies in the fact that the existence 
of green items appropriately related to the perceiver can be inferred from the 
occurrence of such reports, it follows that only a person who is able to draw this 
inference, and therefore who has not only the concept green, but also the concept 
of uttering "This is green"—indeed, the concept of certain conditions of 
perception, those which would correctly be called "standard conditions'—could 

14.8 
be in position to token "This is green" in recognition of its authority. 

Sellars (1997), 75. 
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Thus, to be able to endorse the proposition "this is green," one must recognize that one's 

expressions of such a proposition is a reliable indicator of green things in one's 

environment. 

In a roundabout way, we have come to the view that to be aware of green 

requires the ability to apply concepts and endorse certain propositions about green, and 

further, it requires being in a position to recognize that one is reliable with respect to 

one's utterances of such propositions."'^'^ Indeed, with such severe requirements for 

awareness, we see why Sellars would insist that one does not have even a fragmentary 

awareness of logical space prior to the acquisition of language. 

Right off the bat there appears to be an obvious problem for this view: How is 

one to form the concept green and the concept of uttering "this is green" and all the 

various other concepts required for an awareness of green, if one has never as yet even 

experienced green? How is one to apply a concept to something one is not yet even 

aware of? Sellars does not answer this question directly. However, Sellars offers a 

response to a similar dilemma with respect to observational knowledge that can be used 

to reconstruct a response to our problem. 

Sellars recognizes that in order to know that 1 am reliable in my reports of 'this is 

green,' I must know such utterances were reliable in the past, and knowing this in turn 

Sellars does not make this claim outright. Rather, this claim is the conclusion of various other claims 
that he makes. On page 39 Sellars argues that expcricnccs contain prepositional claims. On page 87 
Sellars remarks that we cannot be aware of a thing without hav ing a concept of that thing. On page 44 
Sellars writes that in order to have a concept it is not sufficient that one respond in standard conditions to 
green objects with the assertion 'that is green,' rather, one must know the conditions are appropriate for 
determining the color of an object by looking at it. On page 75 Sellars asserts that the ability to endorse a 
claim presupposes not only that one have authority to make that claim, but that one is aware of one's own 
authority, tliat is, that one is aware of one's own reliability. Taken togetlier, these claims imply that to 
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requires knowing that it was indeed green that I responded to with such utterances, 

which of course, further requires knowledge of my previous reliability, and so on ad 

infinitum. To overcome this apparent regress, Sellars suggests that we may utter 

propositions such as 'this is green' without knowing that a thing is green, indeed without 

even yet having the concept of green. Eventually, as I acquire concepts, I can look back 

on past instances where I responded to my environment in a reliable way with such 

utterances without yet knowing that I was doing this. In coming to knowledge of my 

own reliability, I need only know now that I am (and that I have been in the past) 

reliable, I need not have known at the time in the past that 1 was reliable. 

This rather inventive suggestion can be applied straightforwardly to solve the 

problem at hand. For Sellars, we need not have been aware of green prior to the 

development of a conceptual scheme, even though we uttered such propositions as "that 

is green" prior to developing such a scheme. We only need to have responded in a 

uniform manner, that is, prior to the acquisition of concepts, we need only have 

responded reliably in distinguishing such colors as green and red, say, with tokens of 

"that is green" or "that is red". On Sellars' view, we respond reliably to things in our 

environment, but this ability to reliably respond does not require conscious awareness 

any more than a thermometer's ability to respond to temperature requires conscious 

awareness. 

The story continues: eventually, as one regularly responds in a reliable manner to 

various objects in the environment, one acquires concepts—not one at a time, however. 

even have an experience, one must have other knowledge, including a knowledge of what constitutes 
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for Scllars has a holistic theory of concept formation on which any one concept 

presupposes many other concepts as well. Finally, only after one has acquired a whole 

set of concepts, and further, the ability to know one is applying them correctly, may one 

begin to be aware of the world. The answer to our initial problem, then, is that one may 

acquire concepts prior to an awareness of the world provided one is responding in a 

reliable way to one's environment and is gradually brought into a position to recognize 

this fact. 

A first objection to psychological nominalism might run as follows: You say 

there is no awareness prior to the acquisition of language, but clearly there is, for even 

young infants show a marked ability to distinguish various colors in their environment. 

The above suggestion that we have considered on Sellars' behalf has the virtue of 

providing a response to such an objection. Sellars need only maintain that such behavior 

as that exhibited by the infant is the result of the infant's dispositions to manifest reliable 

differential responses and does not indicate any awareness on the part of the infant. 

Thus, on Sellars' view, prior to the possession of language, though infants have the 

ability to respond differently to differences in their environment, they need not be any 

more aware of their environment than a mere thermometer. 

Sellars' account appears to be a coherent altemative to empiricist accounts of 

knowledge that invoke a notion of the given. However, I will proceed to show that his 

account is seriously flawed as an account of phenomenal awareness, as an account of 

concept formation, and as an account of empirical knowledge in general. 

standard viewing conditions and an awareness of one's own reliability in responding to the world. 
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Anyone who has had experience with a young child will likely find it difficult to 

accept that the child is not consciously aware of her environment. On Sellars' view, 

however, both infants and animals are not aware. Brandom. in clarifying Sellars' view, 

distinguishes between sentience and sapience, arguing that no one would dispute the 

sentience of a child or animal and yet, without concepts, both are not sapient of their 

environment. To be sentient is to be conscious, but consciousness is not empty-—for to 

be conscious is for there to be a 'what it's like' to be a conscious agent. When a being 

is conscious, there is a particular character of experience. It is the having of a particular 

character of experience that distinguishes conscious things from non-conscious things. 

To be sapient, I take it, is to have something over and above the 'what it's like' of 

consciousness. Such awareness seems to require a parsing up of logical space, an 

awareness of a thing as being the thing that it is, indeed, as Brandom points out, 

sapience requires some sort of conceptual awareness. 

As I have suggested earlier, much rides on which notion of awareness Sellars is 

employing when he contends that all awareness is a linguistic affair. For, if by 

awareness he means sapience, or conceptual awareness, then the claim of psychological 

nominalism is far less contentious to the defender of the given. The claim would then be 

that all conceptual awareness is a linguistic affair. This of course leaves room for the 

given to be located pre-conceptually in what we are sentient of, rather than what we are 

sapient of Such sentience does not amount to conceptual awareness, but one could 

argue that sentience involves a pre-conceptual, phenomenal awareness that contributes 

This is leaving aside the possibility of 'enlightened' states of consciousness that might perhaps be 
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in an important way to the development of conceptual awareness, or sapience. If, 

however, Sellars is making the stronger claim that any conscious awareness, even 

sentience, requires linguistic capacities, then I would contend that he is mistaken—for I 

will show, though it seems self-evident, that there is something importantly different 

between a young child and a thermometer. Though they both may be responding to their 

environment with mere uniformity and without sapience, a child is phenomenally 

conscious, whereas a thermometer is not. 

Consider the implausibility of Sellars' view if indeed the claims of psychological 

nominalism are taken to apply to phenomenal awareness.On his story, a young child 

would have no phenomenal awareness, there would not be something it is like to be that 

child anymore than there would be something it is like to be a rock. However, though 

this child experiences absolutely nothing, the child somehow acquires concepts, a whole 

set of them at that (Sellars never really explains how this is done or what is needed in 

addition to a history of reliable responses). When the child acquires the magic number 

of concepts, suddenly the 'lights come on', the child goes from being non-conscious, to 

being a conscious agent. When in the past eveiything was proverbially dark, suddenly 

the child can now hear noises and see colors. There is now something it is like to be that 

child, whereas, a few minutes before, there was not. Such a story is quite absurd. 

devoid of phenomenal character. 
If Sellars' claims about awareness apply only to conceptual awareness, his arguments pose no threat to 

the given. Thus, in my defense of the given, I will be here responding to the only claim that could pose a 
threat to the given, viz., the stronger claim that there is no awareness of even a phenomenal nature prior to 
the acquisition of language. My arguments against Sellars will be put forth as a response to this stronger 
claim. 
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An alternative is to suggest that the lights do not just 'come on' in an instant. 

Rather, phenomenal awareness comes on gradually as one gains more concepts and 

increases one's ability to operate in the realm of reasons. Then we must wonder what it 

is for phenomenal awareness to come on gradually. Do things go from 'black' to a dim 

gray? Is the child phenomenally conscious only in flashes (for short instances) or in 

patches (little bits of phenomenal awareness floating in otherwise non-conscious 

darkness)? More disturbing than the implausibility of either the 'lights on' story or the 

'gradual awareness' story is what Sellars takes to accomplish the shift from the non-

conscious to the conscious. Somehow, acquiring enough concepts is supposed to 

facilitate such a shift. But Sellars has yet to tell us why acquiring enough concepts non-

consciously would usher in a new world of phenomenal consciousness for a child—he 

has yet to tell us why having a whole set of concepts would make it possible for a child 

to hear and see and smell, when before the child could do none of these things. It seems 

a strange thing indeed that one could derive conscious experience from concepts that are 

not even themselves conscious. 

There are further difficulties with Sellars' view. He has insisted that to notice 

something is already to have the concept of the thing.' Here and elsewhere Sellars 

implies that each individual experience requires having a corresponding concept that one 

is able to correctly apply. Recall that Sellars further suggests that applying a concept 

correctly entails that we are in a position to endorse certain claims, and this in turn 

entails that we know that we are reliable with respect to such claims. Speaking more 

Sellars (1997), 87. 
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specifically, my applying the concept green, which is necessary for me to be aware of 

green, requires that I now know and am able to endorse a claim to the effect that 'that is 

green.' My ability to endorse and defend this claim rests on the fact that I know I have 

uttered such claims in the past only when I was presented with green things, thus, I 

know that such utterances are reliable indicators of green things. 

But let us now suppose that we are dealing with a child who has learned 

language, say one who is five or six. This child has many concepts and, of course, by 

Sellars' view, has awareness of the world. But what happens when the child is 

presented with a new stimulus—one that the child has no concept of and has never yet 

experienced? The child cannot simply apply a new concept, for she has no way of 

knowing if she is applying it correctly since she has no history of past reliable responses 

(which she must have, according to the view, in order to develop a new concept). 

However, without applying a concept, the child may not experience this new stimulus. 

Thus, Sellars' view has the unfortunate consequence that a child who has never as yet 

heard the sound of a bugle and has no concept of such a sound, will not be able to hear 

the sound—will not be aware of it at all—until she has developed a history of 

responding in a non-conscious, though reliable, manner to the sound. On such a view, a 

child will never be able to experience a thing on her first contact with that thing. 

Even if Sellars were to abandon his requirement that one be aware of one's past 

reliability when applying a concept, a move that would be wise on his part, he is still 

confronted with some weaker version of the dilemma. For Sellars insists that we do not 
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form concepts in isolation of other concepts and indeed "even such simple concepts as 

that of color are the fruit of a long process of publicly reinforced responses to public 

objects (including verbal performances) in public situations.Thus, a child cannot 

form a new concept instantly, but rather must go through the lengthy processes that 

Sellars suggests. If a child cannot form a new concept instantly, that child, presented 

with a new sound that she has not yet formed a concept for, will not hear the sound, 

since the concept is necessary for the experience. Given that that child can already hear 

much in her environment, her being 'deaf to a sound that others report hearing would be 

quite disturbing to her. Of course, she can respond in the appropriate ways, as a 

thermometer would, but at this point she must be aware that it is quite odd for her to be 

uttering 'that is the sound of a bugle' when she still has no idea how a bugle sounds. 

There is still a further difficulty with Sellars' account of empirical knowledge. 

Sellars suggests that in order to know 'this is green,' 1 must know something about my 

own past reliability in such matters. To know about my own reliability, my past self 

need not have known that I was then seeing green, rather I need only know now (that is, 

I must now remember) that I was seeing green. I must not only remember that I have 

seen green things in the past, I must also remember that I have uttered sentences of the 

form "that is green" in the past, and that there is a reliable correlation between these two 

events. But what is the nature of this remembering? Either this remembering is 

grounded in phenomenal awareness, or it is not. On Sellars' view, apparently, this 

remembering is not grounded in phenomenal awareness, since there was none at the time 

Note that this example need not involve a child, for it applies to the having of any novel experience, 
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phenomenal awareness—if it amounts to little more than the prepositional content "I 

have seen green things" and "I have heard myself say "that is green""—then, I contend, 

this offers little or no justification. It is as if the proposition "I have seen the North 

Pole" were to pop in my head, and though 1 have no recollection of having seen it 

(because I have never actually experienced seeing it), I were to accept the proposition as 

true and as justifying certain other of my beliefs. Clearly, 1 would not be epistemically 

responsible in so doing 

Sellars suggests that such beliefs, beliefs about non-conscious experiences, offer 

justification for our current beliefs. I would contend, however, that 1 am far more 

justified in accepting that 1 see green now than in accepting that I remember non-

consciously seeing green before. Consider a child's coming to know about a green thing 

in her environment on the traditional empiricist picture. This child has had many past 

phenomenal experiences of green and can now apply concepts to the object of these 

experiences (green things). And so, finally, after repeated exposure to green, exposure 

involving phenomenal awareness of green, and after the development of the concept 

'green', and likely, the development of several concepts besides, the child comes into 

position to know that she is now seeing something green. 

Next consider a child who has never had an experience of green before, but has 

developed a complete set of concepts which enables him to 'remember' both that he has 

responded reliably to green things—though he still has no idea what it is like to see 

even those that we as adults may encounter. 
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green—and that he has uttered 'that is green' at such times—though he never actually 

heard himself utter it. Surely, the former is more entitled to knowledge claims about 

green things than the latter. 

Once we do away with the notion that awareness presupposes concepts, all of 

these objections vanish. One could even maintain, if one was so inclined, that empirical 

knowledge requires knowledge of one's own reliability—for though I disagree with this 

point, the above objections have little force against it without the further assumption that 

concepts are necessary for experience. Sellars' view leads to all of the above absurdities 

precisely because he has rejected the possibility of phenomenal awareness prior to the 

acquisition of language.We have seen in the previous chapter that we are not bound 

by argument to accept the assertion that a non-conceptual given cannot play a 

foundational role in knowledge. Now we see that the alternative view, a view that 

insists that experiences play a role in knowledge only because they are essentially 

conceptual, is seriously flawed. Let us now consider another view that is also 

committed to the essentially conceptual nature of experience, the view of John 

McDowell. As we shall see, his view, like that of Sellars, has some serious flaws that 

arc grounded in the assumption that experiences are essentially conceptual. 

Sellars (1997), 87. 
If indeed he has. Again. 1 am considering only the strong claim that all phenomenal awareness is a 

linguistic affair. As I have suggested above, the claim applied to conceptual awareness poses little threat 
to a notion of the given or to empiricism in general. 



McDowell's View 

John McDowell puts forth an account of experience that is in the same spirit as 

that of Sellars. He begins his account with an insight drawn from Kant. The idea that 

McDowell wishes to defend is that empirical knowledge is grounded in the cooperation 

between spontaneity and receptivity. Spontaneity is the term Kant uses for the faculty of 

understanding. Receptivity is sensibility—it is our being receptive through our senses to 

the external world. What is attractive about a notion of the given, McDowell argues, is 

that it meets the demands of receptivity. On a view that invokes a notion of the given, it 

is precisely when we are confronted with bits of the given that we are being receptive to 

the world. However, McDowell argues, we can only have empirical content when this 

content is available for use in the space of reasons. The given, precisely because it is 

non-conceptual, is not available for use in the space of reasons. Thus, we must reject a 

view of the given in favor of a view where not only receptivity is playing a part in our 

experience, but spontaneity as well. 

McDowell recognizes that in order for us to be receptive in experience, we must 

be passive, that is, it is the world and not our own creative capacities that we are 

responding to in experience. McDowell explains that for spontaneity to be involved in 

experience requires concepts, for it is concepts which enable us to operate in the space 

of reasons. This leads McDowell to the view that experiences are passive occurrences in 

which conceptual capacities are drawn into operation. Conceptual capacities are thus, 

operative in sensibility itself. This satisfies the requirement of receptivity because 
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experiences are passive, it satisfies the requirement of spontaneity because they are 

essentially conceptual in nature. McDowell writes in defense of his view: 

In experience one finds oneself saddled with content. One's conceptual 
capacities have already been brought into play, in the content's being available to 
one, before one has any choice in the matter. The content is not something one 
has put together oneself, as when one decides what to say about something. In 
fact, it is precisely because experience is passive, a case of receptivity in 
operation, that the conception of experience I am recommending satisfy the 
craving for a limit to freedom that underlies the Myth of the Given. 

The content of experience, McDowell suggests, is defined by the conceptual capacities 

that are operative in experience. 

What does it mean for conceptual capacities to be operative in experience? It 

means that experiences can be exploited in active and potentially self-critical thinking. 

It means that a person cannot even have an experience unless it "is against a background 

understanding that makes it possible for judgments endorsing such experiences to fit into 

her view of the world."' Take the experience of color, for example. In order to even 

have the experience of color. I must be capable of endorsing judgments about color. I 

must have the background understanding that colors are potential properties of things. I 

must possess the concept of visible surfaces of objects, and the concept of suitable 

conditions for telling what something's color is by looking at it.'^® Thus, to even have 

the experience of a color, 1 need not only have the concept of that particular color, I 

must have many related concepts and a great deal of understanding about the nature of 

McDowell (1994), 10. 
McDowell (1994), 30. 
McDowell (1994), 12 & 30. 
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colors in general. However, we are not born with all of these concepts—-we must 

acquire them. 

Of course, McDowell's view is subject to many of the same objections that 

Sellars' view was subject to. There is the question of how we come by the concept of 

color as a potential property of things, the concept of visible surfaces of objects, and the 

concept of suitable viewing conditions without ever even having experienced a color 

before. Generally, McDowell must answer, as Sellars attempts to, e.xactly how we come 

by all the concepts that are necessary to operate in the space of reasons, prior to our 

having had any experience. However, it is in the details of McDowell's view about 

experience that this objection becomes more concrete. So let us consider his view more 

carefully as it applies specifically to our experiences of color and pain. 

McDowell considers an objection to his view put forth by Evans.Evans 

points out (quite rightly) that we can discriminate many more shades of color than we 

have concepts for. Thus, the content of these experiences is not defined by a 

corresponding concept.'^'" McDowell responds by granting that our experiences are 

much more diverse than those that can be expressed by general color words of the form 

'red,' 'green,' etc. However, McDowell continues, it is possible for us to acquire new 

concepts of color, and we have the ability to form concepts with the same 

determinatencss as the color that is presented in our experience. We can form such 

concepts demonstratively and give expression to these concepts with the term 'that 

See Evans (1982) p.229. He writes, "Do we really understand the proposal that we have as many color 
concepts as there are shades of color that we can sensibly discriminate?" 
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shade.' For example, we may form a color concept for mauve by pointing to mauve in 

our visual experience. 

Notice, however, in this case, the experience of the shade mauve is prior to the 

formation of the concept 'mauve.' Indeed, it seems obvious that we cannot form a truly 

demonstrative concept without a thing to be demonstrated. So, we must have a visual 

experience of a specific shade of color in order to form a demonstrative concept that is 

specific enough to capture our experience. But, on McDowell's view, we cannot have 

an experience of a particular shade of color without first having a concept of that shade. 

Thus, we are in a bind, for we have no way of forming a concept of a specific shade 

without experiencing it, but we have no way of experiencing the shade without a 

concept. 

On McDowell's account of pain, he again gets himself into trouble. McDowell 

suggests, quite plausibly, that to be in pain. 1 must be aware of my pain—I cannot have a 

pain of which I am unaware. He further asserts, in keeping with the thrust of his view, 

that a concept of pain is required in order to be aware of pain, or, in other words, in 

order to have a pain. What is necessary for a concept of pain? In order for me to have a 

pain concept, McDowell suggests, I must understand that my being in pain is a particular 

case of a general state of affairs, someone's being in pain. I must understand that the 

situation I am in is thinkable by someone else in thoughts that do not evoke "inner 

See chapter three where we discuss the requirement that, in order for an experience to be conceptual, it 
must have its content in virtue of a concept possessed by the subject that is as determinate in nature as the 
experience itself. 

McDowell's response to Evans can be foxmd in McDowell (1994), 56 & 57. 
See Richard Schantz (2001) and McDowell (2001) for a discussion of a similar argument. 
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experience." I must have the idea of the circumstance as independent of my awareness 

of it. 

Now, it is conceivable that I must indeed meet all of these requirements in order 

to legitimately be said to have a concept of pain. However, that I must meet all of these 

requirements in order to even have a pain seems manifestly absurd. Surely animals and 

children experience pain without having all the sophisticated judgments that McDowell 

here requires! But McDowell's view confronts more difficulties beyond its merely 

violating common sense. Let us consider some further undesirable consequences of his 

view. 

McDowell insists that we must have a concept of pain before we can experience 

a pain. How do we acquire this concept? As far as I can tell, there are three options: 

either a) we have, innately, every specific pain concept that we need in order to define 

the content of, and thus feel, every specific pain, b) we acquire the concept, as Sellars 

suggests, by first responding reliably to pain non-consciously, or c) we acquire the 

concept without ever having encountered pain, consciously or non-consciously. 

McDowell is unattracted to option a, whereby every pain concept is innate, and 

rightfully so. McDowell holds that the content of eveiy experience we have is defined 

by the corresponding concept. This means that we must have a concept that is as 

specific as the nature of the experience itself. Consider all the pains one might 

experience in one's lifetime. Each pain has a highly specific and individual feel and so, 

according to McDowell, requires a highly specific and individual concept. Thus, on a 

view where pain concepts are innate, one would need to be bom with a concept for 
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every pain one could ever experience in a lifetime. In fact, one would even have to have 

a concept for every pain that anyone could, in principle, experience, for the mind has no 

way of predicting at birth what situations a person will encounter in life and what pain 

concepts will need to be employed to accommodate every individual pain experience. 

That we are bom with these millions of pain concepts is quite unlikely. 

So let's us turn to look again at Sellars' model (a model that McDowell seems to 

buy into in the development of his view.) Sellars' says nothing specifically about pain 

so we will have to return to his discussion of the development of color concepts. On 

Sellars' model, there are green things in my visual environment that I respond to reliably 

and in a way that is different from my response to red things in my environment. This 

reliable response, remember, does not depend on phenomenal awareness of green, for I 

have none as yet. Eventually, based on my reliable differential responses, I acquire the 

conccpt of green. Only then am I able to have the experience of green. 

Let us attempt to apply Sellars' model to inner experience. Presumably, I would 

have pains that I am not yet conscious of but to which I reliably respond. Eventually, I 

acquire the concept of pain. This enables me to finally be able to experience pain. The 

only problem with this view is that, for McDowell, pain just is conscious awareness of 

pain. You cannot have a pain that you are not aware of. This leads us to a vicious 

circlc, for, on this view, in order to acquire the concept of pain it is necessary that I first 

respond to pain in a reliable fashion. But there is no pain to respond to without the 

concept of pain for I cannot have a pain without this concept. Thus, apparently, I 
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cannot, and could not, get my concept of pain off the ground without a pain to respond 

to, and without a concept of pain, I cannot experience pain. 

The third option is that we must somehow acquire a concept of a thing that we 

have never even come in contact with, even non-consciously (at least Sellars' story has 

the virtue that my concept of green is importantly related to green things, here my 

concept of pairi cannot be at all related to pain). It seems impossible, however, to 

develop a concept specific enough to define an experience without having that 

experience. I can try to imagine a specific shade of blue that I have never yet 

encountered and develop a concept for it. This seems nearly impossible to do, but I am 

helped by the fact that I have already experienced many shades of blue. Now imagine 

creating a concept for a sensation in a sense modality that you have never encountered, 

indeed a sensation that is completely alien to you. This is what would be required to 

develop concepts of pain with absolutely no contact with sensations of pain. And note 

here that it is not enough to form an abstract concept based on others reports of pain, as 

a blind person might form the concept of red. Remember, my pain concept cannot be 

merely about pains in general but must be maximally specific to my experience—it is 

this concept that defines the content of our pain experience, and since individual pains 

1 f\'\ 
have specific feels, an abstract concept of pain will not do. So I must be able to 

develop a specific concept for a pain that does not yet exist, even though I have not ever 

even encountered pain, consciously or non-consciously. Why one would want to 

Never mind the question of how others in my society could form the concept of pain, for it seems to me 
that, given McDowell's view, we would all be akin to the blind person, none of us would have any reason 
to even suspect the existence of pains. 
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develop such a concept, and thereby usher in a new world of pain, even if one were 

capable of doing so, is a complete mystery. 

In Mind and World, McDowell develops the consequences of his view as they 

apply to 'mere animals.' It is a mistake, he argues, to believe that animals have what we 

have—non-conceptual contents of experience—but lack the further ability to 

conceptualize or think about it. He argues that animals have neither 'inner experience' 

nor 'outer experience.' What they do have in common with us is perceptual sensitivity 

to their environment. The reason a 'mere animal' cannot experience the world is 

because the objective world presents itself only to the self-conscious subject, and 

animals are not self-conscious. McDowell is willing to grant, however, that animals are 

sentient. He explains the difference between this sentience and the awareness that we 

have that necessarily involves spontaneity. For an animal, his environment is nothing 

more than a succession of problems and opportunities. McDowell quotes Gadamer 

approvingly that to acquire the spontaneity of the understanding is to "rise above the 

pressure of what impinges on us from the world." Thus, McDowell concludes, animals 

do not have subjectivity, but proto subjectivity; they are not sensitive to 'the world' but 

merely to an environment."^ 

It is difficult to know what to make of McDowell's talk of the sentiencc or 

'perceptual sensitivity' of animals. McDowell asserts that an awareness of the world 

requires self-consciousness. But surely, it is the world that animals are perceptually 

sensitive to, for they are occupying the same space as we are. Granted, for animals, the 

Gadamer (1992), 443-445 and McDowell (1994), 117-119. 



world may not be experienced as a world, perhaps, as McDowell argues, it is merely an 

environment that is experienced, a succession of problems and opportunities (which is 

not to say that animals conceive it as a succession of problems and opportunities). 

Nevertheless, it is the world, our world, that they are responding to, that they are 

perceptually sensitive to. This perceptual sensitivity, then, is sensitivity to the world, 

and insofar as it involves consciousness, or phenomenal awareness, it is awareness of 

the world, even if it is not awareness of the world as being the objective world (which 

might require, as McDowell suggests, some sort of self consciousness). 

So we must ask in acknowledging the 'perceptual sensitivity' of animals to their 

environment, is McDowell acknowledging that 'there is something it is like' to be an 

animal; is he acknowledging that animals have phenomenal experience? It seems not. 

In response to Nagel, McDowell asserts that we can know what it's like to be a bat, we 

just need to know the biological imperatives that structure the bat's environment and an 

account of their sensory capacitates that allow them to respond to their environment. 

To suppose that there is a question of what it feels like to do echo-locating is to credit 

bats with full-fledged subjectivity. McDowell notes that we know what it feels like to 

see color 'from within.' We may think that this enables us to understand more about 

cats than about bats for we assume that we share with cats, at least in some way, the 

phenomenal experience of color. McDowell dismisses this rather offhandedly as 

another version of the myth of the given. It is a mistake, he argues, to make the 

Nagel (1979) 165-180. 
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assumption that animals have what we have, the given, but that only we are able to put 

this given into conceptual shape/^^ 

McDowell's talk about proto-subjectivity and subjectivity, perceptual sensitivity 

and awareness is all rather obscure. From the above discussion, I take it, he is denying 

that "there is something it is like' to be an animal—he is denying that animals have 

phenomenal experience. I am not sure then what he is granting when he allows that 

animals are sentient. 1 am not sure what consciousness that is completely lacking in any 

phenomenal feel amounts to. However, perhaps sentience amounts to nothing more than 

the ability to respond to the environment in a regulated way. Thus, animals would be 

sentient and perceptually sensitive to their environment in the same way that a 

thermometer would be 'sentient' and perceptually sensitive to its environment. Not only 

is the use of the term 'sentience' seriously misguided here, such a view seems to me to 

be just plain wrong. It seems obvious that animals are conscious, that is, they have 

phenomenal experiences, just as we do. When an animal yelps when it is kicked, it 

yelps because it is hurt, it feels pain; it is not just some biologically programmed non-

conscious response. 

McDowell has trouble accommodating such ' inner experience' for animals. Just 

as he has denied animals 'outer experience' he is also concerned with denying them 

'inner experience.' He says that our full-fledged subjectivity, involving self 

consciousness and conceptual capacities, enables us to experience an inner world as well 

as an outer world, neither of which animals can experience. However, the analogy 

McDowell (1994). 122-123. 
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between 'inner experience' and 'outer experience' ends here. For McDowell grants that 

animals are perceptually sensitive to an outer environment but acknowledges that they 

cannot be perceptually sensitive to an inner environment. As we have discussed earlier, 

sensations and emotions, for McDowell, only exist as experiences; there is no pain if one 

is not aware of pain. Thus, we cannot postulate an inner environment of pain and fear 

and the like that animals are non-consciously responsive to. McDowell acknowledges 

that the notion of 'inner environment' does not make sense. He then concludes the 

discussion, rather cryptically, "But in any case nothing I have said about the inner world 

167 prevents us from acknowledging that mere animals can feel pain and fear." 

McDowell has denied animals 'inner experience' while still acknowledging that 

they feel fear and pain. I am not really sure what to make of this. I cannot conceive of 

what it would be to feel fear and pain and yet lack inner experience. I cannot imagine 

what it would be to feel fear and pain, and yet lack the 'what it feels like' aspect of 

experience that McDowell seems concerned to deny animals (because, remember, that 

animals have experience is just another version of the 'myth' ). Unfortunately, 

McDowell does not do much to alleviate confusion on this matter. To do so, he needs to 

offer an account of what this 'fear' and 'pain' that animals have amounts to—an account 

that can accommodate the fact that, on his view, this 'fear' and 'pain' can be neither 

'"'McDowell (1994), 120. Of course, everything he has said prevents us from acknowledging that mere 
animals can feci pain and fear. For McDowell has denied that they have subjectivity, he has denied that 
they can truly feel, in the phenomenal sense, pain and fear, and further, he denies that there is anything 
that they could be perceptually sensitive to, even non-consciously. On such a view, I can determine no 
sense in which an animal could be said to 'feel' pain and fear. 
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conscious nor non-conscious. Without such an account, the view that McDowell puts 

forth has little plausibility. 

Conclusion 

One who maintains the conceptualist thesis that non-conceptual experience could 

never contribute to the justification or acquisition of knowledge has two alternative 

positions available to him: he can either maintain that experience is non-conceptual, and 

that it does not contribute to the justification or acquisition of knowledge, or he can hold 

that experience is conceptual and docs play a foundational role in our knowledge. While 

the former seems rather absurd, the latter seems, comparatively, rather attractive. Of 

course, we need an explanation of how experiences can be essentially conceptual. 

Again, there are two alternatives. First, one may maintain that we have experience fi-om 

birth, that concepts are not acquired but innate. Second, one may hold that concepts are 

acquired but are still necessarily prior to our experience of the world. With respect to 

the first option, it seems rather implausible that we are born with concepts for everything 

we will ever experience. 

Regarding the second option, Sellars and McDowell have offered sophisticated 

accounts of how this might play out, and I have shown these to be seriously flawed. The 

flaw of these views lies in the very undertaking—it lies in the mistaken assumption that 

concepts can and must be acquired before anyone can have any experience. This is, 

quite simply, to put the cart before the horse. If we accept the conceptualist thesis we 

Recall that McDowell denies the possibility of non-conscious pains. 



162 

are left with only the unattractive options that I have discussed above. This is good 

reason to reconsider the conceptualist thesis, that is, we have found no convincing 

arguments in defense of this thesis and, moreover, we have discovered that the 

acceptance of the conceptualist thesis leads to views about our knowledge and 

experience that are quite unpalatable. In the chapters that follow, I will offer another 

reason to reject the conceptualist thesis—I will undertake to show that, indeed, the non-

conceptual given could epistemically contribute to the acquisition and justification of 

our knowledge by spelling out exactly how the given fulfills this role. 



CHAPTER SIX: NON-CONCEPTUAL CONTENT AND THE ACQUISTION 

OF KNOWLEDGE 

A challenge has been posed to the defender of the given. She must answer the 

question: how could something that is non-conceptual play an empirical role in our 

acquisition of knowledge? In this chapter I aim to answer that question. I will do this in 

four parts. First, I will argue that what is given, certain phenomenal qualities, is 

representational in nature. Second, I will argue that these representations are not 

necessarily conceptual (this is true particularly for infants and animals who are 

conscious and yet lack concepts). Third, I will say more about the nature of this 

phenomenal representation. And finally, and most importantly, I will describe how we 

can use such representation to construct concepts that enable us to acquire knowledge 

about the world. 

Representations and Concepts 

Before proceeding I want to be clear on some of the terms I will be using. There 

is great variance and some degree of confusion in the philosophical literature with 

respect to the terms 'representation,' 'content,' 'experience', and 'concept.' I will not 

attempt to resolve this confusion but I will say a little something about how I will be 

using these terms here. 



When I speak of a 'representation' or 'content' I am speaking of something that 

is information-bearing.'Such a content represents or is about a state of affairs. An 

information-bearing content may be found in non-mental entities, for example, in a 

thermometer or a gas gauge. In such non-mental entities information about the world is 

carried; in the case of the thermometer, information about temperature is represented, in 

the case of the gas gauge, information about the amount of gas in its car is represented. 

Mental representations arc those information-bearing contents that belong to the 

mind. They include perceptions and various propositional attitudes like belief and 

desire. Mental representations represent or are about a state of affairs and can be 

employed in thought.We have available a direct contact with our mental 

representations that we do not have with non-mental representations (like those found in 

the thermometer or the gas gauge). Thus, our mental representations carry information 

about the world in a way that is most accessible to the mind. 

Included among our mental representations are concepts. Concepts are 

sophisticated sorts of representations. They bear certain inferential relations to other 

concepts. One has a concept when one is prepared to employ that concept to make 

appropriate judgments that are relevant to that concept. For example, one may doubt 

that S has a concept watermelon if S cannot guess what a watermelon looks like when it 

is cut open or if S has no idea that a watermelon is an edible object. I am not suggesting 

that there is a definitive set of judgments that one must be in a position to make in order 

I will be following Dretske's inforniation-theoretic view of representations. See Dretske 
(1980)(1982)(1994). 
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to possess a concept. The possession conditions of any given concept are not 

determinate. However, as is illustrated in the case above, relative to any given concept 

there are often certain central judgments that, if a person is not in a position to make 

such judgments, then that person could not appropriately be said to have the relevant 

concept. 

Concepts play an important role in thought because (among other things) they 

allow us to employ and manipulate the information that we receive in perception in 

sophisticated ways that outlast our ability to retain perceptual information. With 

concepts we create structures of inferential relations that allow us to make predictions 

about the world, interpret new experiences, and think about what we have perceived 

long after original perceptual representations have faded from our minds. Thus, when I 

see a watermelon I can accurately predict how it will taste because I have formed a 

concept watermelon based on my past experiences of watermelon. When I come in 

contact with other sorts of melons I will be able to think of them as somehow related to 

watermelons and identify relevant similarities between them. If I have a term to match 

my concept, I will be able to communicate about watermelons to others. I will know 

what someone is speaking of when they say they dislike watermelons, even if we are 

both far from any perceptual access to watermelons at the time. And, even if all 

sensory representations of watermelon have long since faded from my memory, I can 

still employ the concept watermelon to think about watermelons. 

I am open to the idea that experiential mental representations that are non-conceptual can factor into 
thought. However, some maintain that such representations must first be made conceptual if they are to 
play any role in rational thought. 
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When I speak of an 'experience' I am speaking of something that is essentially 

conscious or phenomenal in nature. Experiences include the sensations that accompany 

perception. We may experience the taste of a strawberry, the smell of fresh-cut grass, or 

the sound of a symphony. We may also experience certain 'inner experiences' which 

include feeling such as pain or hunger as well as emotions such as excitement or 

boredom. Experiences are generally ephemeral in natiire—experiential representations 

do not often last long beyond the actual felt experience. Thus, when I am experiencing a 

particular shade of red, I have specific information about that shade that will quickly 

fade once I cease to experience that shade of red. One final point about experiences: 

though we might be inclined to acknowledge the possibility of non-conscious 

perceptions, 'experiences' as I am using the term, are essentially conscious and 

phenomenal in nature. 

The Phenomenal as Representational 

The phenomenal character of experience can be understood to be the 'what it's 

like' aspect of experience. Thus, the phenomenal character associated with the 

perception of red is the felt quality of the experience of red. This quality is different 

from that which is experienced when one sees green, for example. We could speak of 

phenomenal properties in characterizing what it's like to be a subject in a particular 

mental state. If what it is like to be in one mental state is identical to what it is like to be 

in another mental state, we could say that both mental states arc identical in their 

phenomenal properties. 
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We can also speak of intentional or representational features of experience. 

Representing an intentional content involves representing the world as being a certain 

way. Thus, when I experience a red apple, I may represent that there is a red apple in 

the world. Such representations are either veridical or non-veridical. That is, we can 

assess such representations for accuracy. Experiential contents that correctly represent 

the world are accurate, whereas those that do not, in the case of hallucination, for 

example, are inaccurate. 

What is the relationship between the phenomenal and representational features of 

experience? Many have posited a very strong relationship based on the following 

171 
considerations. When I have the phenomenal experience of a red circle I am 

phenomenally representing a red circle; I am representing this content in a phenomenal 

manner. This is because, in having the experience I do, the world is presented to me as 

being a certain way. The way the world is may be compatible or incompatible with my 

experience. We can say that phenomenal properties are representational because what 

it's like for a subject to visually experience something entails that there is a way that that 

thing looks to the subject. The way that the thing looks is accessible for accuracy. 

Thus, our experience can represent or misrepresent, that is, we can perceive or 

misperceive the world and our ability to do this depends, in part, on the phenomenal 

Colin McGinn (1988) writes "Content, we may say, is internal to phenomenology; the link here is 
anything but contingent." See also Byrne (2001), Chalmers (2004), Horgan and Tienson (2002) and 
Siewert (1998). 
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character of the experience.'"' We can recognize then, that experience generally 

involves a representational aspect. 

Non-conceptual content 

At this point, we may ask the question: do phenomenal experiences have to be 

conceptual in order to be intentional? That is, in order for experiences to represent the 

world as being a certain way, is it necessary to have something over and above the 

phenomenal properties that are instantiated in my experience, some concept or mode of 

1 7^ 
interpretation? I propose to answer this question negatively. 

One might hold that intentionality requires some sort of interpretational scheme 

which in turn requires concepts. On this view, phenomenal character is not sufficient for 

representation, one must add to this phenomenal character an interpretation to determine 

the conditions of accuracy for the representation. Without such an interpretation our 

phenomenal experiences are not accessible for accuracy and thus cannot represent the 

world. 

But this seems to imply that we can vary the interpretation that we apply to our 

phenomenal character to come up with different accuracy conditions. Charles Siewert 

has argued that the idea that we can form alternative interpretations, which assign 

Charles Siewert (1998) argues that our visual experiences are accessible for accuracy by virtue of their 
phenomenal character. 

I do not intend to offer an extensive defense of non-conceptual content. For such I will refer the reader 
to Peacocke (1992b)( 1994)( 1998 )(2001), Evans (1982) and Crane (1992c). What I wish to do is to set 
forth a theory about the relationship between experience and reason that depends on this notion of non-
conceptual content. This theory will not be subject to the same difficulties that faced the various 
conceptualist theories that we discussed in the previous chapter. The overall plausibility of the theory that 
I will put forth give us a further reason, I think, to accept the notion of non-conceptual content. 
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different conditions of accuracy on our representations, is seriously misguided.'"'^ This 

is because, roughly, even if we were to believe that our experiences indicate that things 

are other than they seem, this is not enough to change the accuracy conditions for our 

experience. If I see something X-shapcd in front of me, I could attempt to assign 

different accuracy conditions such that the way this X-shaped things looks to me is 

inaccurate. I may, for example take such visual experience as a sign that something is 

0-shaped in front of me. But, in this case we would not want to say that I am accurately 

representing an 0-shape, but rather that my visual experience is regularly inaccurate in 

such a way as to allow me to make accurate judgments about 0-shaped things in my 

environment. 

Furthermore, Siewert argues, we are helpless to form the sorts of beliefs about 

spatial characteristics and relations that are required to construct radically non-standard 

assumptions about experience-world correlations. Thus, we cannot change the 

conditions of accuracy for our experiences by forming alternative interpretations of our 

phenomenal character. 

The conceptualist has a further argument that the phenomenal is not 

representational unless there is some interpretation added to it. One may suppose that in 

order for me to be representing red as different from green I must be able to distinguish 

these, and the ability to distinguish requires concepts. Thus, one might argue that 

representation requires concepts. 

Siewert (1998) and Tye (1995). 
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There are two ways in which varying representations may be distinguished: they 

may be distinguished conceptually or non-conceptually. What is necessary for the 

representations to be distinguished conceptually is that one be able to apply concepts to 

them. When we describe the representational content of an experience, we are 

employing concepts and thus distinguishing it conceptually. But one's phenomenal 

experience may represent without one being able to characterize one's experience with 

the use of concepts. A small child will have phenomenal experience which is accessible 

for accuracy, prior to that child's acquisition of concepts. 

Our representations may also be distinguishable non-conceptually. When we 

represent in a phenomenal manner an experience of red, we are representing something 

different than what is represented when we experience green. Thus, various phenomenal 

contents are non-conceptually distinguishable merely in virtue of being phenomenally, 

that is consciously, different. What makes various phenomenal contents distinguishable 

depends in part on variances in phenomenal properties. It is the experiencing of these 

different contents as different that supports the ability a young child has to eventually 

form concepts. Consider; a baby gobbles up mashed bananas but turns his nose up at 

peas. This infant does not have the concept of either bananas or peas and yet surely his 

experience of each is distinguishable. Thus, concepts are not necessary for different 

representations to be distinguishable. 

We see that we need not suppose that phenomenal properties require concepts in 

order to be representational. Let us briefly consider some familiar arguments in support 

of the idea that phenomenal properties can be representational without being 
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conceptual—arguments in favor of non-conceptual content. The first of these calls 

attention to the fineness of grain of phenomenal representation.'"" Our phenomenal 

representations have a fineness of grain that far outstrips the contents of judgments that 

we arc able to make about our experiences based on our ability to conceptually 

discriminate these contents. Thus, when I look at a scenic view of a grassy countryside 

dotted with wildflowers, I experience far more variances in color than I have concepts to 

apply to these variances. Likewise. I can experience objects as being a certain distance 

from me without having any concepts of units of measurement with respect to distance, 

i.e. meters, feet, etc. 

The standard reply to this argument is that, for anything that we can discriminate 

phenomenally, we can form demonstrative concepts that apply to such 

1 nr 

discriminations. The standing concepts that I have of red including magenta, 

burgundy, fire-engine red, or scarlet may not appropriately apply to some shade of red 

that I am experiencing, but nothing prevents me from forming a demonstrative concept 

of that particular shade at the moment that I am experience it. Thus, our concepts may 

be as fine of grain as anything we can experience. 

I have already replied to an argument along these lines in the previous chapter. 

What seems inconsistent with this view is that a demonstrative concept points to 

something that is already there. Thus, variances in shades of red must have already been 

phenomenally represented if one is to be able to pick them out to form demonstrative 

concepts of each shade. 

Evans (1982) p. 229, Peacocke (1986a), (1992b), (1998). 



172 

Furthermore, while it is true perhaps that we arc capable of forming concepts 

that are as fine grained as our phenomenal experiences, it does not seem likely that we 

do for all such experiences. Consider again what it is like to view a grassy countryside, 

dotted with wildflowers and spread with various shades of green. Surely we experience 

at such moments more variance in shades of color than we have standing concepts for. 

Perhaps we could linger at this scenic point and form demonstrative concepts for every 

individual shade we experience, but such a project would be toilsome and pointless. We 

are capable of enjoying the beautiful scene with all its various colors without needing to 

demonstratively conceptualize each shade. Thus, we see that though it may be possible 

to form concepts that are as fine of grain as our experiences, this by no means suggests 

that we do commonly form such concepts. Rather, we recognize that our experience 

regularly represents the world with a fineness of grain that is much more specific than 

the conccpts that we generally possess or employ to characterize such experiences. This 

is good reason to hold that at least some phenomenal content is non-conceptual. 

A second argument in favor of non-conceptual content points to the non-

revisability of certain experiences.'^^ A familiar example of such is the Muller-Lyer 

illusion whereby, because of visual illusion, two lines that are actually the same length 

appear to be different in length. The illusion remains even if the subject correctly 

believes that the lines are the same length. The suggestion is that what is conceptual is 

answerable to the demands of reason, whereas, what is represented experientially need 

not, and indeed, at times, cannot be. 
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Perhaps the most compelling reason to suppose that there can be phenomenal 

content that is not conceptual is one that we have already discussed at length. It seems 

obvious that animals and infants experience the world. Animals and infants are 

perceptually sensitive to their environment; even conceptualists are willing to grant 

that.'^*^ But why suppose that what grounds their perceptual sensitivity to their 

environment is something radically different from what grounds our perceptual 

sensitivity? Granting that infants and animals have phenomenal experience is the most 

obvious and compelling explanation for why they behave the way they do. The infant 

who likes mashed bananas but dislikes peas is perceptually sensitive to differences in 

these two types of food. The best explanation for this is that bananas taste differently 

than peas do—one has a taste that the baby likes while the other does not. To suppose 

that infants are perceptually sensitive in a way that does not involve phenomenal 

consciousness is to suppose that they are not like us at all in the way that they perceive. 

On this view, at some point in a child's development the child would have to shift to 

perceiving the world consciously when before she was perceiving the world 

unconsciously. We have no good reason to suppose that this is the case, rather, it is 

quite natural to suppose that an infant is phenomenally conscious from the time of its 

birth. 

We want to be able to credit infants and animals with the ability to perceive or 

misperceive the world. A thirsty animal in the desert may be subject to a mirage—its 

™ See Brewer (1999) p. 173, McDowell (1994) p. 56-57. Schiller (2003). 
Evans (1982) p.123 ff. See Brewer (1999) p.176 for a response to this argument. 
See Evans (1982), Brewer (1999) p. 177 and McDowell (1994) p.l 14 respond with the view that 

animals have nothing more than perceptual sensitivity to their environment. 
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experience representing water (as we would conceptually describe the content) where 

there is in fact, none. If an infant were given hallucinogenic drugs it seems likely that 

the infant would experience the same sorts of hallucinations that we would be subject to. 

If we had access to the infant's experiences, we could assess his experiences for 

accuracy, and, in cases of hallucination, we would determine that the content of the 

infant's experience is non-veridical. 

If we grant, as we should, that animals and infants are phenomenally conscious 

and further that they are capable of correctly perceiving or misperceiving, then we have 

granted that infants and animals have representational phenomenal content. Yet it seems 

likely that infants and animals do not possess concepts, or if they do, such are severely 

limited.'Thus, we have reason to believe that the content that is represented in the 

phenomenal experience of infants and animals is non-conceptual. 

The Nature of Phenomenal Content 

Let us make a few general observations about phenomenal content. The first is 

1 SO 
that phenomenal content is narrow content. Narrow content is content that is 

determined by a subject's intrinsic properties. A content belonging to a particular 

subject is narrow if that subject necessarily possesses the same content as an intrinsic 

™ Here we are using the more robust sense of the term 'concept' employed by the conceptuaHst. This 
robust view of concepts was discussed in chapter three. On this view, possessing a concept requires the 
ability to employ that concept in propositionally structured reasoning. One may be prepared to use the 
term 'concept' in a weaker sense than the conceptualist has. In this sense, possessing a concept of F 
simply requires being able to discriminate Fs from the rest of the perceptual environment and/or to act on 
them in a suitable manner. If we use the term 'concept' in this sense, then the evidence we have that 
animals and infants represent the world is also evidence that they represent the world conceptually. 

Chalmers (forthcoming) and G. Graham, T. Horgan, and J. Tienson (forthcoming). 
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duplicate of that subject. Wide content, on the other hand, is determined by properties 

extrinsic to the subject. A content belonging to a particular subject is wide if an intrinsic 

duplicate of that subject may yet lack that content. 

We can stipulate that phenomenal content is content that is determined by 

nothing over and above phenomenal properties.'*" Thus, necessarily, phenomenal 

duplicates will both possess the same phenomenal content. One might think that there is 

no contcnt that meets our definition of phenomenal content—there is no content that is 

determined by phenomenal properties alone. But why think that? There is a sense in 

which I and my envatted phenomenal twin are representing the world to be the same 

(although only one of us is connect in our representations ). We can capture that sense by 

acknowledging that what is in common in our representations is nothing more or less 

than what is in common phenomenally. 

Putnum, Burge and others have given us reason to suppose that there is a type of 

1 Q'J 
content that is wide, but we need not accept that all contcnt is wide. Our notion of 

phenomenal content leaves open the possibility of additional wide content and the 

recognition that phenomenal properties may also play a relevant role in determining that 

content. 

One might think that there is no content that meets our definition of phenomenal content, there is no 
content that is determined by phenomenal properties alone. But why think that? There is a sense in which 
I and my envatted phenomenal twin are representing the world in the same way (although only one of us is 
correct in our representations). We can capture that sense by acknowledging that what is in common in 
our representations is nothing more or less than what is phenomenally in common. This of course leaves 
open the possibility of additional wide content and the recognition that phenomenal properties may also 
play a relevant role in determining that content. 

Putnum (1975) and Burge (1982). 
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The content of perception is often analog and unit-free.I may perceptually 

represent an object as being a determinate distance from me without representing that 

distance in terms of a particular unit (in inches, say, as opposed to centimetres). I 

represent the obect as being that distance, where the content of my perception specifies 

the distance, though not in terms of units. This is the case, not just in visual perception 

but in other types of perception as well. When I lift an obect, 1 experience it as having a 

determinate weight although I do not represent that weight in units. 

Determining Phenomenal Content 

When we evaluate our phenomenal representations, or percepts, for accuracy, 

much depends on how we are picking out the content-—on what we take to be 

represented in experience. For example, if I believe that the color properties of obects 

are represented in experience, then I might be inclined to say that someone with inverted 

spectra is misrepresenting the world. If I think what is represented is merely a surface 

property of the obect that tends to cause a certain experience in normal observers, then 

someone with color representations involoving inverted specta seems to be correctly 

representing the world insofar as his experience consistently represents an object with 

surface property F as having that property. 

What we pick out as the content of a particular representation determines 

whether or not that representation is correct. What is interesting is that given the same 

representation, we can specify the content differently such that the representation comes 

Peacocke (1986). 
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out as both true or false. Rather than say that a representation cannot be both true and 

false, that one of these ways of picking out content must be incorrect, we can recognize 

that there are different levels of representation in the same content, and that a content 

must be evaluated according to a certain context. 

Consider the example of seeing various obects in a mirror. On one way of 

specifying the content—let us specify it according to Peacocke's scenario content—what 

is represented is inaccurate.'^'* The scene around us does not match the scenario; the 

points in space are not filled out the way we represent them to be. However, when a 

subject is looking in a mirror we are not usually inclined to say that the subect is 

misperceving. This is because the content we are concerned with in this case is not 

scenario content. 

Thus, when we evaluate the content for accuracy, we will not be concerned with 

the accuracy conditions imposed by scenario content ( though this is always a way we 

could evaluate the representation). We might want to say that what is represented is the 

reflective properties of the mirror. Thus, a subect who sees objects in a mirror is 

representing the world correctly, while someone who hallucinates a pink elephant at 

roughly the distance that real objects are represented as being in the mirror is 

misperceiving. Which way we specify the content depends on context. 

See Peacocke (1992b). I will discuss Peacocke's view later in this chapter. 
This may seem like a contradiction with the idea that was expressed above that representations do not 

require interprctational schemes in order to represent, but it is not. This is because I am hypothesizing that 
there are levels of content. We cannot create a level of content that is not there (though we may be able to 
articulate a content that we had not been able to articulate before). At a given level of content, I caimot 
alter my interpretation to change the accuracy conditions for that level. As sophisticated perceivers, there 
are plausibly levels of content in our percepts that are conceptual in nature, but this does not require that 
all levels of content are conceptual. We might need concepts in order to identify and speak about a level 
of content but we do not need concepts to instantiate that level of content. 
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Perceptual representations carry information that can be correct or incorrect. 

What information should be extracted out of the representation is relative to what 

question we are trying to ask. We can determine if a percept carries a certain level of 

content if it allows us to use the information it carries to answer questions pertinent to 

that level of content. If we can answer a question about the color properties of obects 

based on the phenomenal representation under evaluation, then we might say that color 

properties of obects are represented in that experience. We can say that physical obects 

are represented as objects in experience if, on examining the content, we can answer 

questions about the objects in the perceiver's environment. I am not suggesting that 

possessors of a level of content need be able to answer questions about that level of 

content. This is because one may represent a level of content non-conceptually. We as 

attributers and characterizers of content employ concepts in our evaluations. Thus, the 

practice of assessing what questions a particular content allows us to answer is relevant 

to us and not to the possessor of the content. 

We can pick out different levels of content depending on which questions the 

percept enables us to answer. Looking to cases where a subject lacks certain abilities to 

make judgments that normal perceivers are able to make proves instructive. Consider 

cases of prosapagnosia.'*^^ Here, subjects seem to be able to perceive various features of 

a human face and yet they lack the ability to recognize faces. They may see beards, 

musctaches or the color of someone's eyes and yet lack the ability to immediately 

discern whether they are seeing a man or a woman, or whether they are encountering a 

Pallis (1955) and Hoffman (1998). 
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Stranger or an old friend. The content of their experience enables us to answer questions 

about whether someone has a moustache, thus, obccts or at least, parts of obeets seem to 

be represented in the prosapagnosic's experience. What appears not to be represented is 

the property of being a human face. We could not use the content of the 

prosapagnosic's experience to answer questions relating to faces, such as "Is this person 

1 on 

a man or a woman?" or, "Is this person someone that has been encountered before?" 

There are interesting cases of people who lack the ability to see objects, 

1 Rr? 
properties of objects, motion, faces, and color. Their experience does not make 

directly accesible answers to certain questions relating to their area of handicap. We can 

say that certain things are not represented in their experience that seem to be represented 

in ours. The fact that we do have directly accesiblc information about obects, properties 

of obects, motion, faces, and color suggests that we do represent these things in our 

experience. 

I have suggested that the information that is available at a particular level of 

content must be directly accessible to the subject in order for his percept to be 

representing the world in a particular way to that subject. This information must be 

carried by the percept in such a way as to affect the way the world appears to the 

subejct. What does it mean to say that we have information that is directly accessble 

from our experience? First, we must note that our visual representations are a rich 

source of information. Phenomenal representations contain more information than we 

This needs to be qualified. The prosapagnosic can rely on certain visual cues based on things 
represented in experience, a beard, for example, to infer whether she is seeing a man or a woman. 
However, that she is seeing a man or a woman is not explicit in her experience. See the discussion of 
explicit content below. 
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are generlaly able to use at a given moment. Attention is the mechanism whereby 

information is selected from the visual image to be used for further cognitive processing. 

Macpherson explicates a distinction between implicit and explicit content which 

is useful here.'^'' Explicit phenomenal content is that content which is immediately 

available to or grasped by the subect. It is explicit content that is usually relevant when 

we are accessing percepts for accuracy. If experiential content is recoverable by 

processing by the subect of experience, without the subect requiring further information 

or capabilities to do so, then that content can be said to be implicit 1. If, however, the 

subject must be provided with further information or capacties in order to recover the 

information, then the content of that subject's experience is implicit!. Once we 

recognize that one representation can carry with it various levels of content we can see 

that a visual representation for a particular subect at a particular time might 

simultaneously contain content that is explicit, implicit 1, and implicit2. 

Macpherson desribes what it means for explicit phenomenal content to be 

immediately available to a subect. She writes: 

.. .one should hold that to immediately grasp the non-conceptual content of one's 
experience is to be in the situation such that if one possessed the relevant 
concepts then one would be able to immediately conceptualize the content, grasp 
the meaning of a proposition that specified that content, and use it consciously as 
a premise in reasoning or as a reason for action. 

It seems likely that explicit visual content is that content that is selected from the visual 

image via attention. Explicit content is immediately available to initiate or control 

"^•'Hoffman (1998), Pollock (2004). 
Macpherson (1999). Macphcrson attributes this distinction to William Earle (1954). 
Macpherson (1999). 
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action and, provided that the subject possesses the relevant concepts, it stands in a 

rationahzing relation for a subject's actions. 

Returning to the case of the prosapagnosic, we might say that information about 

human faces, as faces, is not represented in the content of her experiences, either 

exphcitly or imphcitlyl, though perhaps it is represented implicity2. Information 

relating to the face as a whole is not available to guide her actions or reasoning. 

Attention or other modes of processing are not enough to make the relevant content 

explicit.What is necessary is a further capacity, one that normal observers have, to 

recognize faces. Thus, we can hypothesize that her percepts do not carry explicit 

information about faces that our percepts do. 

Our evaluation of a representation comes in two parts: first we must specify a 

level of content. We can determine whether a representation contains this level of 

content by determing if the representation enables us to answer questions pertaining to 

this level of content. If we cannot answer questions relevant to a certain level of 

content, then we can say that that level is not represented in a subect's experience. Once 

we have detennined a level of content we can evaluate whether the representation is 

correct or not accoring to that level of content. It is imporatnt to note that different levels 

of content do not require different representations—one representation can carry with it 

many different types of information depending on what level of content we are 

interested in. 

Plausibly, inference can make some information explicit, but such information is impoverished as it is 
likely presented in conceptual rather than experiential format. 
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We should evaluate the content of experience according to what level of content 

is actually represented in the experience. Thus, a prosapagosic should not be diagnosed 

as misrepresenting the world, rather, we may say that her representation is seriously 

imoverished compared to our own. We can imagine a race of aliens who can achieve 

levels of representation much more sophisticated than our own. The existence of such 

would not license us to say that the human species is completley misrepresenting the 

world. We can evaluate the content of our experience as being correct or incorrect by 

asking questions relevant to our levels of content, even if there are certain questions, 

questions about properties that we cannot represent, that we would never be able to 

answer. 

There are various teleological accounts of content that say that content should be 

specified according to evolutionary functions of an animal's survival. It is certainly the 

case that what questions we are interesting in asking, thus, what level of content that we 

are interested in, is greatly influenced by teleological questions. This is because, what 

we are most likely to be able to represent depends on survival functions. Teleological 

accounts of content are useful given that we do not have direct access to the 

representations of animals. If we did have access to an animal's representations, we 

would not need to rely on what we know about evolution in order to evaluate whether or 

not the animal is representing a certain level of content. We could evaluate what levels 

of content an animal's representation contains based on what questions we are able to 

answer given the representation. In such case it would be theoretically possible to 

discover that an animal's representation allows us to answer certain questions that at 
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first glance would not appear to be relevant to the animal's survival. Given the 

presumption that animals have evolved to be able to represent the world at the various 

levels that they do, we would have good reason to hypothesize that this unexpected level 

of content serves some survival purpose that we do not yet understand. 

What does our experience represent? 

We can apply all this to determine what is represented in the experience of 

normal human perceivers. As I have suggested, in examining the content of human 

experience, we will often discover various levels of content. 

Our visual experience represents the world as being spatially extended and 

variously colored. The correctness of our phenomenal content depends on its being an 

accurate representation of the space around us. To describe what is perhaps the most 

basic level of representational content then, we will need to be concerned with how 

phenomenal properties represent spatial properties of our environment. 

Peacocke offers a plausible account of this basic representational content' '". He 

explains that we can fix a spatial type of content, called a scenario, by first fixing an 

origin and axis to the perceiver. For example, an origin might be stipulated as being at 

the center of the perceiver's chest. The axes would be described by the directions 

back/front, left/right/, and up/down. At this point, we can specify a way of filling out 

the space around the origin. For each point, identified by its distance and direction from 

the origin, we can determine features that might be represented at that point, including 

Peacocke (1992b). 
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its texture, hue, saturation, brightness, temperature and degree of solidity. When we add 

to this an assigned time, we have what Peacocke calls a positioned scenario. 

We can then consider the volume of the real world around the perceiver, fixing 

an origin and axis in accordance with our labeling of the scenario. This is the scene. 

When the scene at a given time falls under the way of locating various points 

constituting the positioned scenario, then the content of experience is correct. Peacocke 

points out that we may use concepts in characterizing scenarios, in describing the 

content of experience, but concepts are not necessary in order for the experience to be 

contentful. It is the scenario type that is the actual content of an experience, not 

conceptual descriptions of the type. 

Scenarios pick out a level of content whereby we are enabled to answer 

questions about texture, temperature, hue, and the like at given points in our perceptual 

environment. At this level of content it is very easy to misrepresent, for if one point in 

space does not contain the texture, hue, or temperature we represent it as having, we are 

misperceving. It is important to note that this level of content does not yet enable us to 

answer questions about objects or their properties. Someone who lacked the ability to 

see obects as such could nevertheless represent Peacocke's scenario content. 

As I have suggested above, it is plausible to suppose that human experience 

represents additional, higher levels of content. Evidence from cognitive science 

suggests that the visual system computes information that affects the retina into a visual 

representation that is already quite sophisticated.' '' This requires filtering through much 

See Hoffman (1998). 
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information in order to present what is most 'relevant.' When we compare our own 

abilities to that of a prosapagnosic, someone with apperceptive agnosia, or a color blind 

person, we have evidence that our experience represents levels of content that are not 

available to people with such handicaps. Given evidence from cognitive science it is 

plausible to suppose that objects, properties of obects, comers, edges, and motion, 

among other things, are represented in normal visual experience. 

Why does our visual system provide us with sophisticated representations 

involving the perception of obects, motion and the like, rather than merely giving us 

what is presented to the retina? John Pollock otTers a very compelling answer to this 

question: 

The answer is that, for purely computational reasons, it could not be otherwise. 
There are 130 million rods and 7 million cones in each eye. so the number of 

possible patterns of stimulation on the two retinas is 2274,000,000^ which is 

approximately 10^2,482.219 xhat is an unbelievably large number. Compare it 

with the estimated number of elementary particles in the universe, which is 10^^. 
Obviously, any processing system that could be implemented in a real agent 
must ignore most of the differences between different patterns of stimulation. It 

certainly cannot discriminate between more than 10^8 pattern types, and 

presumably many fewer. If you divide 10^2,482,219 by for any x < 78, the 

result is still greater than 10^2,482,141 go less than 1 out of 10^2,482,141 
differences between patterns can make any difference to the visual processing 
system. In other words, almost all the information in the initial bitmap must be 
ignored by the visual system. There could be no system of visual processing that 
did anything else. This is why the human visual system works by performing 
simple initial computations on the bitmap and then uses the results of those 
computations to compute the final image. 

Pollock (2004). 
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From the design stance, we see that it is necessary that our phenomenal representations 

carry with them fairly sophisticated levels of content. If they did not, it would be 

impossible for us to make use of visual information to navigate the world. 

We may wonder what is represented in the experience of human infants. Given 

the above considerations, it seems likely that the levels of representation that categorize 

an infant's experience are not too far distant from our own. If the infant were not able to 

represent objects or motion it seems unlikely that she could ever acquire the information 

about her visual environment that would enable her to eventually form concepts. In fact, 

developmental psychology confirms that human infants have the ability to make certain 

discriminations suggestive of higher levels of representation. Though they may not 

immediately see in color, they do have the ability to detect motion and recognize faces 

in the first few weeks of life. 

Infants need to learn how to see the world, but they are all developmentally 

similar in their stages of visual processing. Just as we may be 'hard wired' to learn 

language at a given time in our development, we may be 'hard wired' to learn to see the 

world in the ways that we do. Our visual systems will acquire the ability to interpret 

certain visual information in a particular way as it learns rules of visual processing. 

Perhaps some of these rules are in operation from the moment of our birth. Because of 

the near infinitely many ways that our visual system could interpret the world, it will 

need to have a set of rules that will determine what makes it into final visual 

representations. It is likely, therefore, that what is represented in the experience of a 

developing human infant is much more sophisticated than a two dimensional bit-map. 
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Very early in a child's development, she will begin to represent object-hood, motion, 

edges, and distances in her experiences. 

Does all that I have said imply that infants have concepts of objects, motion and 

the like? Not at all. Recall that what is explicitly represented in experience is what 

would enable the possessor of that content to immediately conceptualize the content, 

grasp the meaning of a proposition that specified that content, and use it consciously as a 

premise in reasoning or as a reason for action provided that one already possessed the 

relevant concepts. We may say that an infant is enabled to do all these things with 

respect to objects, motion and the like by virtue of the content of his experience, were he 

to acquire the relevant concepts. 

Concepts allow us to do more than merely discriminate differences. Someone 

who possesses a full-fledged concept should generally be taken to have the ability to 

apply the concept correctly, to extend it to new cases, to abandon it in favor of an 

alternative concept, and to invoke the concept in the absence of things to which it 

applies.A baby does not have the ability to do these things with respect to objects or 

motion. Yet, an infant having the ability to represent objects and motion seems crucial 

to that infant eventually acquiring the concepts of object and motion. Were these things 

not already represented in experience, it is difficult to see how one could acquire such 

concepts. Given the sophisticated level of representation that an infant appears to be 

capable of, we might want to say that the infant has 'proto-concepts' of objects, motion 

and the like. 

'"-'Riindlefl995). 
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I have suggested that the content of a human infant's experience is very like our 

own in important respects. Thus, when we account for what grounds an infant's 

perceptual sensitivity to its environment we are not postulating something radically 

different from what grounds our own perceptual sensitivity. But we may wonder 

whether our experience represents additional levels of content that the human infant's 

does not. 

When I see a car, I immediately recognize it as a car. Two things could be going 

on here. Either, what is explicit in my experience is certain visual clues that enable me 

to infer that I am seeing a car. Or, what is explicit in my experience is the car's 'car-

hood'. The car is represented as being a car in my very experience and no additional 

inference or interpretation of that experience is necessary. I am sympathetic to the idea 

that concepts do enter into and affect our representations of the world. In defending the 

possibility of non-conceptual information playing a role in knowledge, I am not 

suggesting that all experience is purely non-conceptual. It seems likely that once we 

develop certain concepts these concepts can then play a role in pre-conscious processing 

and actually affect what is represented in experience. 

Let me briefly illustrate this point. Suppose you go to take a sip of a drink that 

you take to be water. The drink is in fact Sprite. What you taste at such moments is not 

what you usually taste when you drink Sprite. The taste is funny, it is almost wrong. 

We can account for this by hypothesizing that the concept of water entered into our pre-

conscious processing, setting up the expectation of a particular taste. Our concept water 

together with the taste of Sprite both seem to play a role in what is finally experienced. 
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For now, I will leave aside the question of whether we sometimes represent conceptual 

content in experience with the tentative answer that we do. We will return to this 

question later however. 

Constructing Concepts 

I have suggested that what is given in experience can be used to acquire 

knowledge about the world. At the most basic level, we may make use of the 

information carried in experience in order to fonn concepts, which enable us to think 

about the world. The concepts we form depend, in part, on the way we experience the 

world. It is the task of this section to try to understand the relationship between what is 

given in experience and the concepts we possess in order to make sense of our ability to 

acquire knowledge about the world from our experiences. The relationship between our 

concepts and our experience is very complex so 1 will be suggesting just the beginnings 

of a theory. My focus will be on simple phenomenal and perceptual concepts. First, 

however, we must say a bit more about what concepts are and what they do. 

Concepts are necessary if we are to have knowledge about the world. This is 

because an experience can only represent an object so long as that object is being 

perceived; a concept can represent an object, even when it is not being perceived. 

Concepts enable us to form beliefs or other propositional attitudes and allow us to act 

intentionally. They are necessary in order for us to think and reason about the world. 

The information that is carried in experience is useless to us unless we can use it in 

reasoning—to make judgments or predictions. Consider the following example: I 
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perceive a red chili pepper. This object will be represented in my experience, and yet, 

without concepts, I cannot form a sophisticated intentional attitude toward it. I cannot 

make judgments about whether this object is edible or not. I cannot decide whether it is 

something that J want to put in my mouth. 

To predict and explain the behavior of others we posit various prepositional 

attitudes involving, among other things, belief and desire. I can account for why you 

chose to eat a red chili pepper by postulating some belief involving the concept pepper 

and some desire involving that same concept. To have the concept pepper, you must be 

able to judge that an object that looks like a pepper is a pepper, that it is an edible object, 

and that it will most likely be very hot. This highlights the role that concepts play in 

rational, intentional action. If you exhibited the same bodily movements described 

above—that of putting the chili pepper in your mouth, but you lacked the relevant 

concepts, then your behavior with respect to the pepper should not be understood as an 

intentional act. You are not choosing to eat the pepper.'^*' 

Concepts are individuated by considerations of cognitive significance. Concepts 

have cognitive significance; they carry meaning, by relating to other concepts in 

particular ways. A concept's meaning is determined (at least in part) by its inferential 

role, by its connections with other concepts that a thinker possesses. One cannot grasp a 

To say that intentional behavior requires concepts is to get into some tricky territory. If bees act 
intentionally, we may be committed to the view that bees have concepts. I think we can distinguish 
between strong and weak types of intentional acts. An act might be intentional in the weak sense provided 
that we as evaluators of the act can account for it with our concepts and reasoning. In the case of the bee, 
we can employ our concepts of pollen, food gathering and the like to make sense of the bee's behavior— 
though the bee will not have such concepts. However, acts are intentional in the strong sense only if the 
agent has the concepts herself and is able to employ them in reasoning. 
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particular concept C without having other concepts to which C is inferentially related. 

Thus, concept possession is holistic. We cannot have one concept in isolation. 

Because concepts are the constituents of propositional attitudes such as beliefs, 

they constrain our way of thinking about the world. The interpretations that we make of 

our experience, the conclusions we will draw, depend on the concepts that we possess. 

If we lack a concept, we will lack the ability to think about the world in a particular way. 

We will not have the ability to make the inferences associated with that concept (for to 

1Q7 
be able to make all the inferences associated with the concept is to have the concept.) 

If we can employ a concept in one thought, then we will be able to employ the concept 

in another thought, if I can entertain the thought "That pepper is red" and 1 also have 

the concept apple, then I can entertain the thought "That apple is red."'''^ 

I have said that concepts are individuated, at least in part, by their relationships 

to other concepts. More precisely, a subject who can be said to posses a concept C will 

meet certain possession conditions applicable to that concept.The possession 

condition of the concept C requires, among other things, the ability to recognize the 

inferential relationships that concept C stands in to other concepts and the ability to 

reason accordingly. The concept C is the concept that it is because of its relationship to 

other concepts; it is the concept it is because of the particular inferences it licenses the 

Peacocke puts this idea more precisely in his Principle of Dependence: There can be nothing more to 
the nature of a concept then is determined by a correct account of the capacity of a thinker who has 
mastered the concept to have propositional attitudes to contents containing that concept (a correct account 
of "grasping the concept"). (1992a) p.5 
"^See Evans' Generality Constraint in (1982). 

Peacocke (1992a). 
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possessor of that concept to make. Thus, concepts are interconnected by the roles that 

they play in reasoning. 

However, if we are to have knowledge about the world, our concepts must at 

some point be grounded in something outside of the conceptual sphere. We acquire 

information about the world through sensory experience. If we had concepts without 

experience we would be left with a system of interconnected mental entities that have no 

contact with the world. As McDowell puts it, our thoughts would be "spinning in a 

frictionless void". It is our experiences that ground our concepts and supply our 

empirical thoughts with content. 

We have observed that we can share the same concept red while experiencing 

differences in phenomenal character in response to red things. If we infer from this that 

our phenomenal experiences are irrelevant to what concepts we posses, we are presented 

with a problem. If our phenomenal experiences are irrelevant to what concepts we 

possess, we have no way to explain how experiences can ground beliefs and supply 

them with empirical content. 

We need not conclude that phenomenal experiences are irrelevant to what 

concepts we posses, however. In fact, I will argue that there is a class of concepts, both 

perceptual and phenomenal, that derive their meaning in part from the experiences that 

ground them. Concepts are individuated by considerations of cognitive significance. 

The cognitive significance of some concepts depends on their inferential relationships to 

other concepts. However, there is a certain class of concepts that derive their cognitive 

significance from the content of experience. For this class of concepts, the possession 
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conditions of a concept depends in part on a subject's being able to respond in an 

appropriate manner to experiences with a particular content. 

Let me make this more concrete. Consider Frank Jackson's Mary, the 

neuroscientist who has knowledge of all the physical facts with respect to color but who 

has yet to experience color herself"'^" She has a concept red and this concept enables 

her to make correct judgments about red things. Given that she knows all the physical 

facts with respect to color, she is in a position to correctly determine when she is in the 

presence of paradigmatic red things. However, she does not have the same concept that 

we have because she lacks certain abilities that we have. She does not have the ability to 

discriminate red things based on visual experience alone. She does not have the ability 

to visually imagine a red thing. 

When she experiences red for the first time her experience will have cognitive 

significance in virtue of its phenomenal character. The content of this experience will 

allow Mary to form a more robust concept of RED, one that enables her to visually 

identify red things in the future. We can see that her new experience is cognitively 

significant because Mary will learn something new when she discovers that red objects 

produce experiences of a particular phenomenal quality. If Mary's spectrum were 

inverted and she experienced the phenomenal quality of green in response to red things 

then her concept RED would be different from ours. When she imagined red things she 

would be imagining something different from what we imagine. 

-"•'Jackson (1982). 
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I have suggested that certain concepts derive their content (or cognitive 

significance) from the content of experience. However, as I have argued above, the 

content of experience may be non-conceptual. We are left with a problem as to how 

content that is non-conceptual could ground content that is conceptual, given that these 

types of content seem to be so different. 

My initial answer to this problem is that there is a certain type of conceptual 

content that is directly grounded in the non-conceptual content of experience. When we 

conceptualize an experience, we do not need to transform a representation of one type 

into a representation of an entirely different type. Rather, when one has a particular 

experience, one has a phenomenal representation that may be available both 

conceptually and non-conceptually. To say that a phenomenal representation is 

available conceptually is to say that content is now available to play an inferential role in 

reasoning and intentional action. My experience and my belief about my experience 

may share (at least some of) the same content though, that content may be accessed 

differently (non-conceptually vs. conceptually).^"' 

Certain types of conceptual content are identical with the content of experience. 

This is not to say, however, that all experiences are conceptual. A small child may 

experience a non-conceptual content without being able to access that content in a 

conceptual way. As she develops, she acquires the ability to access the non-conceptual 

content of her experience in a conceptual way. She acquires the ability to use the 

content of experience to fonn judgments. 

Wright (1999). 
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I have been speaking rather generally about a class of phenomenal and 

perceptual concepts that derive their content from the non-conceptual content of 

experience. I would now like to offer a more specific account of how these concepts 

derive their content from the non-conceptual content of experience. 

De re representations 

De re representations are a necessary element in empirical knowledge because 

they enable us to think about objects in terms of our percepts and not just in terms of 

definite descriptions. If we were only able to think about objects under definite 

descriptions we would be faced with the following problem. If the idea we had of an 

object, X, was constituted wholly by a complex general description of x, then that idea 

could only succeed in picking out a mind-independent referent provided that there was a 

unique thing that fit the definite description. However, there may be more than one 

thing in the universe that fits the definite description constituting the idea. An idea 

comprised of a definite description can only succeed in referring to a particular object 

provided that that definite description is uniquely satisfied. Thus, we would not be able 

to fix unique reference to objects in our environment in thought. 

This problem can be circumvented when we recognize that there are ways to 

refer to objects that are not confined to definite descriptions. These types of reference 

involve de re thought. When I see an object, x, I do not think of that object under a 

description. It is the content of my experiential representation of the object that is the 

constituent of my thought. I have a de re thought of a particular object, x, when my 
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attitudes toward contents containing that concept are sensitive, in the right sort of way, 

to information about x that is phenomenally represented in my experience. My 

experience provides me with a more fundamental mode of reference to objects. It is this 

mode of reference that anchors my beliefs to the unique set of things in the world around 

me. Once I form a de re representation of a particular object, I can think about that 

object long after I cease to represent it in experience.'"^ 

Phenomenal Concepts 

A perceptual phenomenal representation carries with it information about the 

world. It also carries information about itself. We can use a subect's phenomenal 

content at a given moment to answer questions concerning the subect's experience, 

about what it is like to be the subject at that moment. It is important to note that 

perceptual phenomenal content does not represent itself, it represents the world. When 

we assess a phenomenal representation for accuracy, wc are concerned with how the 

representation corresponds with the world. Perceptual phenomenal content does not 

represent itself, but it does 'present' itself. When we direct our attention to our 

experience rather than the world, we can make information about our phenomenal 

experience explicit. Even when we are attending only to the world, introspective 

information seems to be implicit 1 in the experience. 

In shifting our attention from the world to our experience of the world, we are 

not creating a new representation. Rather we are accessing data available in the original 

See Brewer (1999) Chapter 2, Pollock (1986) Chapter 5.5, Evans (1982) Chapter 4, and Strawson 
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perceptual representation. When I stare at the scene in front of me, I may shift back and 

forth from considering qualities of my experience to considering properties of my 

environment. When I consider qualities of my visual experience what I see does not 

change—I continue to see the world. This transparency of my visual experience 

suggests that the difference between introspection and perception is not to be understood 

in terms of different representations, but rather in terms of different types of information 

the representation carries. 

I have suggested that certain representations can be available both conceptually 

and non-conceptually. That is, a conceptual representation might carry the same 

contcnt, the same information, as a phenomenal representation. In such case we have 

two different token states that involve different token representations that are 

nevertheless tokens of the same type. That is, both the conceptual and the non-

conceptual representations share identical content. 

Why should we suppose that the same content can be carried in different types of 

representations? If a conceptual and a non-conceptual content may be identical, than 

what role is the conceptual content playing? One suggestion is that the conceptual 

versions of the content allows that content to play an inferential role in thought that it 

could not play otherwise. Further, presumably it is our ability to represent information 

conceptually that gives that information a portability and a longer life than what belongs 

to purley experiential representation. To illustrate: one might suppose that an infant who 

tastes bananas will taste much the same thing as a full grown adult who tastes the same 

(1959). Chapter 1.1 for a discussion of demonstrative reference. 
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bananas. However, if the adult accesses that same information conceptually, the adult 

will be prepared to relate that information to other conceptual representations in 

judgment. For example, the adult may be in a position to judge whether the bananas are 

ripe or not. Further, the adult upon being told that a new food he encounters tastes like 

bananas will be able to guess at whether he will like the new food before he tastes it. 

While concepts might be necessary to make judgments involving inferential 

relationships with other concepts, they might not be necessary for other certain simple 

judgments. I am open to the idea that non-conceptual representations, what is given, can 

factor directly into judgment. The infant who exhibits a preference for bananas over 

peas might be basing that preference on representations that do not involve full blown 

concepts. This preference might be considered to be a type of judgment. 

Though 1 am open to the idea that non-conceptual representations can factor 

directly into judgment, I recognize that this is not the prevalent view. For those who are 

committed to the idea that only concepts can enter into thoughts, let me suggest how we 

might go about aquiring concepts from non-conceptual representations. That is, I want 

to explore how we could access the same information both non-conceptually in 

experience and conceptually. 

We can speak of abstraction distance as the distance between a concept and the 

experience(s) that grounds that concept. Demonstrative concepts do not have great 

abstraction distance. They have no abstraction distance if the content of the experience 

and the content of the concept are identical (though this content is accessed differently). 

Aided and Guzzler (forthcoming). 
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Concepts with no abstraction distance have a short life span, however. Once the 

perceptual representation is gone, the concept is gone, or better, it is transformed into a 

concept whose content is no longer sustained by an experience. Concepts whose content 

outstrips an experience have greater abstraction distance from that experience. Concepts 

can begin to be sustained by the inferential role they play rather than by the percept that 

might have originally grounded them. Perceptual concepts such as square or red 

plausibly have much less abstraction distance than observational concepts such as cat or 

doctor. Phenomenal concepts such as red^ will have still less abstraction distance than 

perceptual concepts like square or red?^^ 

I have spoken of a t3Ape of demonstrative concept that has no abstraction 

distance. A phenomenal concept of this type may pick out a phenomenal quality 

90S 
directly. David Chalmers introduces a notion of direct phenomenal concepts. The 

content of direct phenomenal concept is identical with the phenomenal quality. It is not 

identical with the content of experience because the content picks out what is being 

represented and not the vehicle of representation. A demonstrative concept such as 'that 

shade' serves to pick out this content, but the content of the resulting concept is all and 

only the phenomenal quality of the content representing the particular shade. Thus, if I 

am experiencing a determinate shade of red, I can attend to that shade in experience and 

form a phenomenal concept of that shade by, in effect, "taking up' the particular 

experience into the concept. 

The difference between the concepts m/' and red is that the former picks out a phenomenal property, 
the later picks out a perceptual property belonging to a class of objects. The perceptual concept red is a 
public concept and as such, will abstract away from particular phenomenal qualities represented in an 
individual's experience. 
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There are phenomenal concepts with greater abstraction distance than the 

concept discussed above. These include relational concepts, for example, the concept 

that picks out the phenomenal character typically produced in me in response to red 

things. Or the concept that picks out the phenomenal character typically produced in 

members of my community in response to red things. These concepts pick out various 

phenomenal properties, but not directly. There begins to be some abstraction distance 

between these concepts and the experiences that ground them. 

The above is a model of how one could go about extracting phenomenal 

information out of a non-conceptual representation and transfroming it into a 

phenomenal concept. When one demonstrativley picks out an aspect of experience, one 

may form a direct concept of what is picked out. The quality of the experience that is 

demonstrated and the content of the direct concept will be identical. Thus, we begin to 

sec how non-conceptual information can play a role in the formation of phenomenal 

concepts. 

By discussing phenomenal concepts first, I do not mean to suggest that such 

concepts are epistemically prior to perceptual concepts. Children do not acquire the 

ability to introspect until around three or four. It is plausible that the ability to introspect 

is acquired as the child acquires a rudimentary folk psychology. The way a child 

conceptualizes his experiences depends in part on the way the child conceptualizes his 

perceptual world. He will form the phenomenal concept of a red experience only after 

he has formed the perceptual concept red. 

Chalmers (2002). 
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Perceptual Concepts 

We have spoken about the representational character of phenomenal experience. 

We have concluded that what is represented in human perception is highly structured 

and includes representation of objects, properties of obects, motion, edges, and distances 

among other things. A visual representation contains various levels of content: some 

information is represented explicity, other information only implicitly. 

We have discussed the fonnation of direct phenomenal concepts. I wish to 

suggest that there is also a class of perceptual concepts that are direct. What we attend 

to when we form a direct concept is relevant. If we are introspecting, we are paying 

attention to the vehicle or mode of presentation of a phenomenal content, the 

phenomenal character. A direct phenomenal concept is a concept whose content is 

wholly constituted by the phenomenal quality that is being picked out in demonstration. 

Instead of attending to our experience we may attend to the world as it is represented in 

our experience and form a direct perceptual concept. A direct perceptual concept is a 

demonstrative concept whose content is identical to the content represented in 

experience. There is no abstraction distance here, for both the non-conceptual and the 

conccptual content arc located in the same percept. 

When I am experiencing a curved object I can attend to the shape that is 

represented, not to the mode of presentation. Forming a direct perceptual concept of this 

shape will give me a concept with the same content as my experience. The concept will 

apply to the objects and properties that are represented by my experience. In the case 

above, the concept will apply to the unique property of being curved belonging to the 
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object I am representing in experience. Direct perceptual concepts play different roles in 

reasoning than do direct phenomenal concepts. A direct phenomenal concept enables 

judgments about the characer of my experience. A direct perceptual concept enables 

judgments about the properties of objects that I am experiencing.^"'' 

That a direct perceptual concept can enable us to form judgments about our 

environment is not mysterious when we consider that perceptual representations are 

highly structured. We can use attention to dip into this structured representation and 

capture discrete information. In so doing, we are not creating additional representations, 

rather the same representation has now acquired a semantic component. When we 

perceive that an obect has a property, we can form a direct perceptual belief about the 

object simply by forming a direct concept of the object and putting this concept in the 

subect position while forming a direct concept of the property and putting it into the 

predicate position. For example when I represent an object, x, in my experience as 

having the property F, I may form the direct perceptual belief ".r is F' where 'x' is the 

concept whose content is identical with my experiential representation of object x and 

'F' is the concept whose content is identical with my experiential representation of 

property F. These direct perceptual beliefs are just a semantic version of what is already 

being represented in experience.'"^ 

A concious perceptual representation is not a propositional awareness that a state 

of affairs has occurred. Rather it is an awareness of the state of affairs. To be consious 

Bccause direct perceptual concepts represent objects and their properties, they are liable to be 
inaccurate anytime we misperceive. Direct phenomenal concepts do not seem to be subject to the same 
difficulties that perceptual concepts are. We will discuss the difference between introspective and 
perceptual judgments in the next chapter. 
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is to be directly aware of the content representing the state o f affairs. When we form a 

direct perceptual belief we are not inferring this belief from our experience. The belief 

employs concepts that directly capture the information that is already being represented 

in experience. Given that both the conceptual and non-conceptual verison of these 

representations are consious, we may directly apprehend the appropriateness of a 

semantic description of a phenomenal representation. A belief that puts what is being 

perceptually represented as the obect in the predicate position and what is being 

perceptually represented as a property of the obect in the subect position would not be a 

direct perceptual belief because the structure of the belief would not adequately mirror 

the structure of the experience. 

I have suggested that perceptual concepts do not require us to form additional 

representations. Rather, they enable us to access explicit non-conceptual content in a 

conceptual way. When we access this content in a conceptual way, we can hypothesize 

that our percepts acquire an additional level of content. As an adult with a fully 

developed conceptual scheme, it is plausible that I access most, if not all, of my 

experiential content in a conceptual way. An infant will be importantly different from 

me in this respect. Her consiouse experience will contain explicit non-conceptual 

content, content that is available to her in her acquisition of concepts. As she acquires 

concepts, she will learn to access her experiential content in a conceptual way. Her 

representations will thus become more sophisticated. 

See Pollock (2004). 
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We are now in a position to make a few general observations about the 

acquisition of perceptual concepts. As we have suggested above, what a young child 

perceives consciously is structured. It is structured because of the structure of the world 

that is being represented in conjunction with pre-conscious visual processing. The 

young child is aware of differences in phenomenal experience, not conceptually but 

rather merely because she experiences different contents differently. Variations in 

experiential content determine to a large extent what concepts the child will eventually 

acquire. The fact that a child can experience red as different from green accounts for 

why the child will eventually develop different concepts for red and green. This is in 

keeping with the intuitive idea that the content we access conceptually must have been 

first available to us non-conceptually. Thus the content of certain concepts can be 

literally derived from the content of experience. This is a view that the conceptualist 

must reject. 

Concept formation is holistic. The sophisticated nature of our perceptual 

representations requires various concepts in order to make use of this information in 

belief. As we have noted, the possession condition of many concepts requires that the 

possessor of those concepts be able to recognize rational relationships the concept has 

with other concepts. Thus, a child will not usually form one concept in isolation from 

other concepts. 

Though I have spoken of the formation of direct perceptual concepts this 

simplifies matters a bit. Standing perceptual concepts arc acquired over time with 

repeated exposure to various objects in the world. This process is gradual and there is 
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likely not one point where we can say that a child goes from not having a concept, say 

the concept of red for example, to having that concept. Like direct phenomenal 

contents, standing perceptual concepts are generally formed on the basis of conscious 

representation. This does not imply that a blind person can not have a concept of red, 

but it does suggest that their concept will be very different from our own. The concept 

of red that we have is not sustained directly by experiences of red. However, it is 

importantly linked to our experiences because various phenomenal representations serve 

as cues for the application of the concept red. Thus, we are able to apply the concept 

red to objects on the basis of our visual experiences, whereas a blind person cannot. 

Observational concepts 

Perceptual concepts apply to the directly perceptible properties of objects. When 

I am applying the concept curved to a curved figure that I perceive, I am applying a 

perceptual concept. Many of the concepts that we apply in perception are not concepts 

that apply to directly perceptible properties of objects, however. When I recognize an 

object as a car or a person as a friend, I am employing observational concepts that go 

beyond what is directly perceived. These observational concepts have a greater 

abstraction distance than perceptual concepts do. Thus, they belong to the class of non-

direct concepts. 

One purpose that observational concepts serve is that they help us to make 

predictions of what bits of the given we will come in contact with in the future. So for 

example, when I apply the concept apple to an apple-ish visual experience, I can infer 
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that if I bite into the object in front of me, I will experience an apple-ish taste 

experience. Hence, observational concepts are vital to our empirical knowledge. 

When 1 see the world, I see it populated with objects that I recognize. I do not 

need to infer what objects these are from my beliefs about the perceptible properties 

represented in my experience. I just recognize what objects they are. This fact has led 

John Pollock to hypothesize the existence of visual detectors. These visual detectors are 

acquired through learning.""^ Our brains find and encode statistical regularities, making 

these visual detectors possible. Visual detectors are effectively category recognizers. 

Pollock gives the example of observing a cat. We may observe a cat in a variety of 

positions. This would complicate matters if we needed to infer that we were seeing a cat 

from our beliefs about its perceptible properties. We do not need to infer that we are 

seeing a cat, however. Instead, we have a visual detector that recognizes cats—a 'cat-

detector'. Our visual detectors can be directly sensitive to the visual image and not just 

to our beliefs about the image. Thus, the application of observational concepts does not 

need to come as a result of inference from beliefs about the perceptible properties of 

objects.'"'^ 

Once we have acquired a visual detector for a type of object, we can apply the 

concept of that object immediately, without needing to reason about the object. When 

we recognize an object, our visual detectors have already done the work for us. Thus, 

we see objects like cats and cars and computers, or better, we recognize them (we will 

See Pollock (2004) for more on how we acquirc these visual detectors. 
Pollock postulates that we do not represent colors of objects in our experience directly; rather, these 

color properties are properties we acquire the ability to recognize. 
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keep this notion distinct from the notion of direct seeing that is applicable to direct 

perceptual concepts.) 

I want to suggest that we can access our experiential content conceptually, not 

just when our concepts directly capture the content of our experience, but also in the 

process of recognition. When we recognize an object, a concept that corresponds to the 

data of our experience is applied immediately. When our visual detectors are at work, 

the concept automatically accompanies the percept. The application of the concept does 

not come after the visual image by some act of will on our part; rather, it seems to be 

built into the visual image. In this case we might want to say that what is represented in 

the percept is an additional level of conceptual content. This is what enables us to 

directly see cats and cars and computers, where infants and animals likely do not. 

Recall the example of viewing a scenic countryside that is dotted with 

wildflowers. This example was meant to illustrate that some experience is non-

conceptual. This was because when we view such a scene, we will experience many 

more colors than we have concepts for. It was observed that we can experience all these 

varieties of color without making any effort to form demonstrative concepts of each 

shade. Thus, when we observe such a scene, there is a level of content in our percept 

that is non-conceptual. When I view a scenic countryside, I do not just see a mess of 

colored spots at various spatial locations. I see flowers and grass and sky. I have not 

inferred the existence of these from my experience, rather, my experience literally 

represents flowers and grass and sky. This is because there is a level of content in my 
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percept that is conceptual. Thus, the same percept can have different levels of content. 

Non-conceptual content can be accessed conceptually in the percept itself. 

When a concept accompanies a visual experience because our visual detectors 

are doing their work, the experience represents the world conceptually. My experience 

may represent a cat, not just a cat-like image. Conceptual representations, like non-

conceptual representations have assertive force. Because of this they have a (resistible) 

propensity to influence our actions and belief. When our percept represents the world 

conceptually, we have not yet endorsed any belief about the world. Let us take an 

example involving a direct perceptual concept. When I see a curved object, I may form 

a direct perceptual concept whose content is identical to the non-conceptual content 

represented in experience. Let us call this direct perceptual concept curved. I may form 

a belief that 'x is curved' based on this information or I may refrain from forming a 

belief based on this information. The same applies to observational concepts. When I 

see a mirage, I may recognize water, which is to say that my percept has a level of 

conceptual content involving the concept water. However, I need not form the belief 

"there is water" given that I have reason to believe that I am seeing a mirage. Thus, to 

access a content conceptually, to have a concept play a role in recognition, is not yet to 

have formed a belief that we endorse. 

Conclusion 

In response to the conccptualist challenge I have begin to show how it is that the 

given can play a role in the acquistion of our knowledge. The role that the given plays 
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is causal, but it is also empirical. What is represented in experience can be accurate or 

inaccurate. What is explicit in non-conceptual content is what is directly available to 

play a role in the formation of concepts and, once one has acquired the appropriate 

concepts, what is directly available to play a role in reasoning. Because non-conceptual 

content is consious content, to have this phenomenal content is to be aware of the world 

as it is being represented in experience. To acquire knowledge about the world, we need 

only access our non-conceptual content conceptually. In the case of direct phenomenal 

and perceptual concepts, non-conccptual and conceptual content are identical, though 

the latter is accessed semantically. In the case of observational concepts, there is greater 

abstraction distance from our experience to our concepts. However, we may acquire 

visual detectors that enable us to visually recognize objects. Once we have such 

detectors, we can access experiential content with obervational concepts directly, 

without the need of inference. Non-conceptual content plays an important role in 

determining the content of the concepts we acquire, and thus, in determining how we 

will think about the world. 

The conceptualist has accused the non-conceptualist of being committed to a 

view on which our acquisition of knowledge could only be merely causal. They have 

rejected that something that is non-conceptual could ever play an epistemic role in the 

acqusition of knowledge. However, the role that non-conceptual content plays in the 

acquisiton of concepts is not merely causal. This is because we are explicitly aware of 

experiential content. On this view, infants are aware of the world, that is, they represent 

the world in their experience, and it is this awareness that is crucial to a child's 
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acquistion of concepts. Concepts acquire their content from experience. The process of 

acquiring concepts is a rational, cognitive process where concepts are developed and 

refined in light of experience. 

On the conceptualist view, infants are like non-concious thermometers who are 

only aware of the world after concepts arc acquired. The conceptualist view leaves it 

quite mysterious how concepts acquire their content without any input from conscious 

experience. A view on which an infant goes from being a non-concsious 'reliable 

response indicator' to acquiring a complete set of concepts is certainly more liable to the 

accusation the conceptualist is directing toward the non-conceptualist. It is the 

conceptualist view that makes the acqusition of knowledge a process that is 'merely 

causal'. 

The conceptualist challenge conies in two parts; to show how something that is 

non-conceptual could play an empirical role in the acqusition of knowledge and to show 

how something that is non-conceptual could justify belief. It is the task of the next 

chapter to understand the reason-giving role of experience—to show how it is that 

experience that is non-conceptual can directly justify belief. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: NON-CONCEPTUAL CONTENT AND JUSTIFICATION 

Experiences provide us with reasons for belief."'" They ground our empirical 

knowledge of the world. I have suggested that at least some of our experiences are non-

conceptual. It is the task of this chapter to show how something that is non-conceptual 

in nature could provide reason, or justification, for beliefs which are conceptual. 

Experience and Reason 

Brewer, in his conceptualist account of experience, offers an argument to the 

effect that experiences provide beliefs with their content by virtue of a reason-giving 

relationship between the two. Though Brewer and I do not agree on the nature of 

experience, we are in agreement that experiences give us reasons for beliefs. When we 

have an experience, we grasp a content that rationally figures into what beliefs we 

should hold and what actions we should undertake. 

Brewer's Switching Argument proceeds as a reductio and depends on the crucial 

assumption that experiences supply certain empirical beliefs with their content. He asks 

us to first suppose that experiences do not provide us with reasons for belief, that is, that 

the content determining relations between experiences and beliefs are not reason-giving 

relations. If this were the case then for any two empirical contents, x and y, a person's 

experience would give her no more reason to believe that x than to believe that y or vice 

versa. 
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Let us now consider two different experiences, p and q, and the concepts whose 

content is determined by these experiences, p and S believes that p because the 

content of her belief is detennined by her experience of p. Were S to experience q, S 

would believe that q. And yet, if we suppose that experiences do not provide reasons for 

belief, then we must suppose that S has no reason to prefer the belief that p to the belief 

that q. If S has no reason to prefer the belief that p to the belief that q, then she cannot 

understand them as alternatives—these two options are identical to her. If the belief that 

p and the belief that q are identical to her, then experiences do not contribute to 

determining the content of empirical belief, because the belief that p and the belief that q 

will be identical, but the experiences p and q will be different. However, experiences do 

contribute to determining the content of empirical beliefs. Thus, we can conclude that 

they must do so in a reason-giving way. 

There is a problem with this argument and it lies in the move from the premise 

that S has no reason to prefer the belief that p to the belief that q to the premise that the 

belief that p and the belief that q are identical. 1 might have no reason to prefer apples to 

oranges (provided their flavors are equally pleasing to me) and yet, the two are not 

identical to each other. The belief that p and the belief that q might have different 

contents and yet, 1 might have no reason to suppose that p is true rather than q—for all I 

know, their truth might be equally likely. The switching argument does not establish 

1 will sometimes speak of reasons and I will sometimes speak of justifiers or justification: as I am using 
them, the terms are interchangeable. S's experience is a reason for a particular belief when S is justified in 
that belief on the basis of her experience. 
' I use italics to signify a potential belief content that is conceptual. In what follows I may use Brewer's 

term 'belief contents' and my term 'concepts' interchangeably. This argument may remain neutral as to 
whether the experiences that ground the belief are themselves conceptual. 
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what Brewer takes it to establish—that an experience of p determines the empirical 

content for the belief that p in a way that gives S a reason to believe p based on her 

experience of p. 

We can, however, establish a weaker conclusion from Brewer's argument. Let 

us begin by supposing, with Brewer, that different experiences determine different belief 

contents. Hidden in Brewer's argument is some premise like the following: different 

belief contents play different roles in reasoning, if two belief contents played the same 

role in reasoning, they would be the same belief content. If a subject can distinguish the 

belief that p from the belief that q, then these play different roles in reasoning. If the 

content of the experience p determines the content of the belief that p and the content of 

the experience q determines the content of the belief that q, then, if the experiences are 

different, the contents of the beliefs will be different. Thus, the content of the belief that 

p and the content of the belief that q play different roles in reasoning and do so in virtue 

of the differences in the experience of p and q. 

Though we have not yet established that the experience of p provides a reason to 

believe that p, we have made progress with the observation that contents of beliefs that 

are based on experience play different roles in reasoning by virtue of differences in the 

content of experience. Thus, for example, my concept red and my concept green have 

different content and thus play different roles in my reasoning because the content of my 

experience of red and the content of my experience of green are different.^'^ Because 

The concepts red and green here are direct concepts that are formed solely on the basis of experience. 
These concepts co-vary with experience in a systematic way—though public concepts such as RED might 
not (because of cases of inverted spectra). 
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our experiences determine the content of certain concepts, differences in our concepts 

will track differences in the content of experience in a systematic way. 

Because our concept p tracks experiences with the content p in a systematic way, 

because its conceptual content is determined, in part, by experiences with the content p, 

we might be inclined to think that experiences with the content p must be our reason for 

applying the concept p. One might reject this however by insisting that the relationship 

between the experience of p and the concept p is merely causal—that an experience of p 

might figure in a causal story of why one came to believe that p, but this experience 

cannot serve as a reason-giving explanation for such a belief Thus, one might accept 

that the contents of experience causally determine the contents of certain concepts, while 

still rejecting that the contents of experience provide reasons for the application of these 

concepts. 

The fact that contents of experience furnish certain concepts with their contents 

does not settle the matter of whether experiences provide us with reason for belief To 

see if we can settle the matter, let us approach this problem from a different angle. All 

but the skeptic will agree that when I experience p I am rational in accepting that p 

(baring any defeater to my belief that p). In such a case, I have a reason for accepting 

that p. But where is my reason to be found? It cannot be found in conceptual 

relationships alone, the way that the definition of bachelor gives me reason to accept that 

if X is a bachelor, x is unmarried. It seems wise to look for the reason to hold a 

In rejecting this view, 1 am not rejecting a cau.sal relationship between certain experiential contents and 
corresponding belief contents. I am just suggesting that the relationship is not merely causal. Not all 
relationships between experiential content and concepts arc causal, however. In the case of direct 
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particular empirical belief in the experience that furnished the belief with its content. 

Where else is the reason I have to believe that p when I experience p to be found? 

One who means to insist that experiences are merely causal might suggest that 

the reason that 1 have to believe that p is not to be found in the experience of p, but 

rather in the belief that I am experiencing p. There are familiar difficulties with this 

view, however. First, where am I to derive my reason for the belief that I am 

experiencing p? Either it is my experience that provides me with a reason to believe that 

I am experiencing p, or it is some other meta-belief, at which point a regress ensues. 

Second, it is a fact that we form many reasonable beliefs about the world without ever 

forming corresponding beliefs about our experiences. Thus, such beliefs about the 

world cannot derive their reasonableness from beliefs about experience, for we have 

none in most cases. 

We should conclude from this that it is the experience of p that both provides the 

belief that p with its content and gives us reason to accept that p. Having come this far, 

however, we find ourselves still in the same boat with conceptualists like Brewer and 

McDowell. They agree that experiences provide us with reasons for belief, but conclude 

that experiences must be conceptual because they hold that only what is conceptual can 

provide us with reasons. 

We have already reviewed and responded to many arguments to this effect. We 

have found no compelling reason thus far to accept that only what is conceptual can 

provide us with reasons. To refresh the reader, I will offer one more argument in 

phenomenal concepts and direct perceptual concepts the relationship between the content of experience 
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defense of the above view, put forth by Brewer, and more or less typical of the 

conceptualist position. My response will be found in illustrating how it is that 

something non-conceptual can provide us with reasons. Brewer's argument depends on 

two crucial premises. The first is that there is an explicit connection between reasons 

and inference such that a reason must have its content in a form that allows it to serve as 

a premise or a conclusion of inferences. That is, a reason must have a content that is 

propositional. Second, in order for a reason to be a subject's own reason, the subject 

must have the conceptual recourses to articulate that reason in propositional form. Thus, 

having a reason that is one's own requires having conceptual contents. This leads 

Brewer to conclude that since experiences provide reasons for belief, these experiences 

are conceptual. 

My response to Brewer rests on my rejection of his first premise. Though it is 

true that one's reasons must be able to take on a propositional form if one is to articulate 

them, it is not true that reasons must serve as vehicles of inference or as premises or 

conclusions. In defense of the view that reasons need not be propositional, I must here 

postulate a reason-giving relationship that is not inferential in nature. It will be the task 

of the next section to elucidate this alternative reason-giving relationship. 

Before I begin, 1 wish to note that I am not rejecting the obvious fact that many 

reasons are propositional in form and that these do play roles in inference. Further, I 

wish to recognize the tight relationship between reason and inference. Though I will 

offer an account of an alternative reason-giving relationship, I accept that such an 

and the conceptual content is constitutive rather than causal. 
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account depends in an important way on the more traditional notion of reasons as 

inferences. To illustrate: let us suppose that the S's non-conceptual experience p is a 

reason for S to believe that p. We could articulate S's reason in propositional form: S 

believes that p for the reason that S experienced p. This does not require that S be able 

to articulate her reason. However, the content of her reason is articulable in 

propositional form by us. We could legitimately wonder if the content of a reason that 

was in principle, non-articulable, was really a reason. If a particular content was not the 

sort of thing that could ever be conceptualized, then it could not play a role in reasoning. 

The Rational Role of Experience 

Reasoning is a process that takes place on the conceptual level. Concepts are the 

vehicles of rational thought. Any time we form a belief, we are employing concepts. 

When we evaluate a new belief in light of other beliefs that we already have, we are 

employing concepts. When we evaluate our reason for belief, we are employing 

concepts. This is perhaps what led Sellars to suggest that the space of giving and asking 

for reasons is a conceptual space. 

To have an experience is to be aware of a content that is explicit in that 

experience. There is something empirically significant in this awareness of 

representational content. However, such an awareness does not suffice for knowledge. 

To have knowledge that p I must believe that p, p must be true, and I must be justified 

in believing that p.'"'^ Though our awareness of ccrtain non-conceptual contents serves 

I am setting aside Gettier type complications for the traditional account of knowledge. 
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as a necessary element in coming to empirical knowledge, we can agree with C.I. Lewis 

that "knowledge always transcends the immediately given. 

To say that our empirical knowledge is grounded in experiential content is to say 

that our empirical beliefs derive their conceptual content (at least in part) from the 

content of experience. I have argued that some experiential content is non-conceptual 

and I have described how this content enters into the concepts that we form. I want to 

argue that we can think of non-conceptual experiential contents as offering reason for 

belief and reason for action. We need to be clear about what role in reasoning non-

conceptual contents play, however. 

One of the roles that concepts play in empirical knowledge is that they allow me 

to make predictions about my environment. When 1 experience an apple I may apply a 

concept to that experience. The concept will abstract away from my current experience 

and relate that experience to past encounters with apples. My concept allows me to 

make predictions about what the apple will feel like if I choose to touch it and what it 

will taste like if I bite into it. My behavior toward apples is going to be different than 

that of someone who has never encountered an apple and has no idea what sort of object 

it is. Much of our intentional action is aimed at bringing about a desired result. That we 

can predict that our actions will bring about a particular result is dependent on the 

concepts we possess. Thus, much of our intentional behavior will need to be explained 

in terms of concepts that enter into our desires and our beliefs. 

C.I. Lewis (1929). 
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That being said, we can still identify the rational role that experience plays in 

determining action. When I desire an apple and believe that there is an apple in front of 

me, this belief is grounded in my experience of the apple. Choosing to believe that there 

is an apple in front of me when I do not have experiential evidence to that effect is 

unreasonable.''^ If my belief that there is an apple in front of me is rationally grounded 

in my experience of the apple in front of me, then it is this experience that will also play 

a role in a reason-giving explanation for my behavior when I grab the apple and eat it. 

The relationship between conscious experience and rational action can be made 

more salient when we consider cases of blindsight.^'^ Let us consider a blindsighter 

who is asked to put a paper in a slot that she knows is either horizontal or vertical. She 

has no visual experience of a slot, and will contend that she has no reason to choose 

either orientation. However, when she is forced to make a guess, she will tend to guess 

the correct orientation. The information about the orientation of the slot seems to be 

represented somewhere, but it is not represented consciously. Thus, it is not poised for 

direct rational control of thought and action."'® 

It is the function of our sensory system to provide us with information about the 

world. That information needs to be presented in a form that makes it readily available 

to affect our behavior and thouglit. It is the conscious representation of certain contents 

Of course, we could concoct some unusual case where the situation is such that, although I am not able 
to experience the apple that is right in front of me, I have non-experiential ev idence that there is one, 
enough to make a belief that there is an apple in front of me reasonable. 

See Weiskrantz (1986) for a description of the phenomena of blindsight. 
Ned Block (1995) defines a state as a state of access consciousncss provided that the state is poised for 

free use in reasoning and for direct "rational" control of action and speech. It is in virtue of a state's 
representational content that it is access conscious. 
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that allows those contents to play a direct role in reasoning and action. What is it about 

conscious contents that enable them to play this special role in reasoning and action? 

The answer to this question seems obvious on one level. Information that is 

available consciously just is information that a subject is aware of. To be consciously 

aware of information is to be in a state where information is made directly available for 

thought and action. A state with information that is not so available is not a state 

involving awareness; it is not a conscious representation. That said, we can still identify 

some interesting features of conscious representation that make them particularly well 

suited to play the direct role in reasoning that they do. Conscious representations are 

unified, they carry their information in analog fonn, they have an indexical element, and 

they have assertive force.^'® 

It is because conscious representations are unified and analog in nature that they 

can provide us with a rich source of readily available information. A conscious visual 

experience will represent not just the colors of objects but also their spatial relationships 

to each other and to the conscious perceiver. Thus, what is unified and continuous about 

the space that we inhabit can be accurately and immediately represented in visual 

experience. To carry and utilize all the information that is available in one conscious 

representational state in digital form would put an impossible burden on the cognitive 

system. For any one visual image there are countless propositions that we would need in 

See Bermudez and Macpherson (1998) and Van Gulick (1994) for a discussion of these features of 
conscious representation as they relate to our ability to employ our representations in reasoning. 
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order to carry the same informatiorv in digital form that the image carries in analog form. 

"yyo 
As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. 

While conceptual representations may or may not be indexical, non-conceptual 

percepts will always be indexical. Percepts carry information both about objects in a 

percciver's environment and about the relationship these objects stand in to the 

perceiver. Thus, they are ideally suited to play a role in a perceiver's navigation of her 

environment. The indexical information they carry can feed directly into the control of a 

perceiver's actions. As we discussed in the previous chapter, it is the indexical element 

of these perceptual representations that allows us to fix determinate referents in our 

thoughts about the world. 

In addition to being unified and indexical in nature, experiential representations 

have assertive force. It is in the nature of an experiential representation to represent the 

world as being a particular way. These representations are imbued with objective 

significance and thus they have a propensity to influence our actions. Experience is like 

belief in this way. Once we have an experience, we can choose to accept or reject it as 

representing a truth about the world, but the experience itself is not neutral. I may not 

believe that a stick is bent when I see it in water, but my experience certainly represents 

it as being bent, to believe otherwise is to chose to disregard information that is available 

to me. It is interesting to note that, even if we are not fooled by the illusion, even if we 

believe that the stick is straight, if wc choose to grab the immersed end, we have no 

rational choice but to reach to where our experience represents the stick as being. 

I do not wish to push the picture analogy too far, for some may take it to suggest that it is our 



It is the assertive nature of experiential content that enables it to play a ready role 

in thought and action?^' As we operate in the world, we generally take our experiences 

at face value. We do not need to deliberate whether the car that we see coming at us is 

really there before we can act. We may carefully weigh the evidence as to whether 

certain political reports are true, but we function in the world without generally needing 

to consider whether the world is how we experience it. Conscious sensory information 

comes to us in such a way as to almost demand certain behavior and belief. When one 

stands in an icy cold shower it is near impossible to suspend judgment about whether or 

not the water is cold—it is very difficult to keep this sensory information from affecting 

one's behavior. 

I have suggested that experiences play a rational role in thought and action and 

discussed why they are ideally suited to do so. I have also suggested that experiences 

may provide reasons for action and belief in a way that does not require that they be 

propositional in form. It is now my task to describe the nature of this reason-giving 

relationship between experience and action or belief. 

The conceptualiSt and the non-conceptualist will agree that experiences provide 

reasons for belief and action. From an externalist view, experiences are useful because 

the way in which they represent the world corresponds with the world in a systematic 

representations rather than objects in the world that are the objects of perception. 
Evans regards it as important to identify information-bearing states of a perceptual system with states 

of seeming since he is anxious to avoid the traditional epistemologist's picture according to which the 
subject receives, through the perceptual systems, sensory data that is "intrinsically without objective 
content," but which forms the basis for inferences about the world that causes them. "The only events that 
can conceivably be regarded as data for a conscious, reasoning subject are seemings - events, that is, 
already imbued with (apparent) objective significance." p. 123 

Even the most hardened skeptic will get out of the way in such case. 
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and reliable way. Thus, an experience of p is usually a good indication of p. But we 

must go from our experience of p to a belief that p. The conceptualist has a story for 

how we do so. On her view, the content of the experience is conceptual and so the move 

from experience to belief is a move that is somewhat similar to the inferential move 

from one belief to another. 

The non-conceptualist must account for the move from experience to judgment 

in a way that elucidates how something non-conceptual could be a reason for something 

conceptual. She must describe how we go from the non-conceptual indication of p, the 

experience of p, to the concept of p in a way that makes the belief that p reasonable. It is 

the nature of this move from the non-conceptual to the conceptual that we must 

articulate if we are to understand the reason-giving nature of experience. 

The relationship between non-conceptual and conceptual content is not 

inferential. However, studying how inferences work in reasoning will be useful in our 

task to determine how something that is non-conceptual can be reason-giving. One 

belief serves as a reason for another belief provided that the first belief is reasonable and 

the move from the first belief to the second belief preserves that reasonableness. The 

epistemic status of the first belief is relevant, as is the relationship between the content 

of the first belief and the content of the second belief. We can look for a similar pattern 

in identifying the reason-giving relationship between experience and belief. 

Once we recognize that non-conceptual experience is representational we have 

made a good start. If we can begin to answer the question of how we can move from 
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one conceptual representational content to another in a way that preserves 

reasonableness, then we can also hope to answer how we move from one non-conceptual 

representational content to a conceptual representational content in a way that preserves 

reasonableness. In the preceding chapter I have sketched the beginnings of a theory on 

how we may come to acquire concepts. How we acquire our concepts is relevant to the 

question of how our experiences provide reason for belief If the information of one 

state is reasonable than that reasonableness will be preserved in the move to a new state 

if the move involves preserving the same information in that new state. When we 

characterize the relationship between non-conceptual experience and certain concepts, 

we can identify what is information-preserving in the move from experience to belief 

So what is this information-preserving relationship between certain non-

conceptual and conceptual contents if it is not inference? In the case of direct 

phenomenal or perceptual concepts the relationship is one of identity. The conceptual 

content is constituted by the non-conceptual content of experience. Where concepts 

have a greater abstraction distance from the experience, the relationship is one of 

consistency or correspondence. When an experience provides a reason to apply a 

concept, the concept must either be constituted by or correspond with an experience. 

These relationships are information-preserving, evidential relationships, though they are 

not conceptually articulated. 

Let me say more about what makes constitution an information-preserving 

relationship. When we form a direct concept the content of our concept is identical with 

Peacocke (2001) and Heck (2000) also argue that experiences play a rational role in our perceptual 
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the content of our experience. The information that our experience provides us with is 

thus captured completely in the corresponding concept. The move from non-conceptual 

to conceptual content is certainly information-preserving in such case. 

Usually we apply concepts that are at a greater abstraction distance than the 

direct concepts discussed above. These concepts may nevertheless stand in a 

relationship of correspondence with the experience they are applied to. A concept 

corresponds with a non-conceptual content if it characterizes that content accurately. It 

is part of the possession conditions of many perceptual and observational concepts that 

we must be prepared to apply that concept in the face of the thing to which it applies. If 

I have the concept cat I must be prepared to apply that concept when my experience 

represents a cat. Applying the concept cut when I experience a cat is consistent with my 

experience; applying the concept dog in such case is inconsistent with my experience. 

In this case, the concept cat corresponds with my perceptual representation of a cat. 

When we possess an observational or perceptual concept we have procedural knowledge 

of which percepts that concept corresponds with and which percepts that concept does 

not correspond with. We use this knowledge to apply concepts correctly. Applying 

concepts that correspond with experience preserves information in the move from non-

conceptual to conceptual content. 

We have said something about the information-preserving relationship between 

certain non-conceptual contents and corresponding concepts. We need to now say 

something about the epistemic status of the experiential content. As I have suggested 

judgments, that is, one that is not inferential. 
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above, in the case of inference, a first content (belief) must have a sort of positive 

epistemic status in order to be a reason for a second content (belief). The positive 

epistemic status of the first belief does not need to be one of truth. If 1 have good reason 

to suppose that Sam is a bachelor, then I have good reason to suppose that Sam is 

unmarried. Even if I am wrong about Sam being a bachelor my second belief is not 

unreasonable provided that my first belief was reasonably acquired. A first belief may 

be a reason for a second belief provided that the first belief was acquired in a reasonable 

way. Another way of saying this is that one belief may justify another belief provided 

that the first is justified. 

So wherein lays the positive epistemic status of experiential content? I want to 

suggest that the positive epistemic status of experiential content is primitive. This is 

what allows it to play the foundational role that it does in our knowledge. As we have 

been observing, experience is different from belief in important ways. One of the ways 

in which experience is different is that we can generally not control or alter it by activity 

of thought. Our experience just comes to us, and though we may be responsible or 

irresponsible in the formation of belief we are not held so accountable in what we 

perceive. Thus, it does not quite make sense to speak of experiences as being justified 

or unjustified. 

Experiences may not be the sorts of things that can be justified but they are the 

sorts of things that can be accurate or inaccurate. We might try to ground experiential 

content's positive epistemic status in its accuracy. An accuracy requirement will not do, 

however. Though a content that is accurate is surely exhibiting a type of positive 
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epistemic status, a requirement of accuracy is too stringent a requirement for a content to 

play a reason-giving role. I may misperceive an object and yet be reasonable in forming 

a belief about that object (provided I have no evidence that 1 was misperceiving the 

object). If I were a brain in a vat 1 would still be reasonable in forming beliefs based on 

my experience, even though my experience is radically false. 

The positive epistemic status of experience is primitive. What is relevant to its 

epistemic status is not the content of the experience but our access to that content."^'* 

What is relevant is that this information is conscious. When we have a conscious 

perceptual experience we have direct access to the content that is explicit in our 

phenomenal representation. We are directly aware of that content. When we are 

directly aware of a content, that content is immediately before our minds. This direct 

awareness is a defining feature of conscious experience. We are directly aware of all 

and only what is explicit in our conscious experience. 

I should clarify that direct awareness of a content does not necessarily involve 

any sort of self monitoring or higher-order thought. We may suppose that some animals 

consciously represent their environment without having any ability to introspect or 

evaluate their representations. Because the information is conscious, they have direct 

awareness of that information, but they may not be able to introspect how that 

information is being represented. It is direct awareness of phenomenal content that 

See Chalmers (2002) who argues that our direct acquaintance with phenomenal contents accounts for 
the positive epistemic status of those contents in the formation of direct phenomenal beliefs. Chalmers 
characterizes direct acquaintance as follows: "As characterized, acquaintance is a relation that makes 
possible the formation of pure phenomenal concepts, and we have seen that pure phenomenal concepts 
embody a certain sort of lucid understanding of phenomenal properties. So acquaintance is a relation that 
makes this sort of lucid understanding possible." 



228 

grounds self monitoring and introspective thought. When we are directly aware of what 

we are pcrceiving, we are directly aware of the content that is represented in experience. 

When we introspect, we may become directly acquainted with out experience in a way 

that requires the ability for self monitoring or higher order thought. 

We can begin to understand this notion of direct awareness by contrasting 

contents of which we are directly aware with contents of which we are not directly 

aware. When I experience a red rose, the quality of my experience is immediately 

present to my mind. If one who was blind were to come in contact with that same rose, 

she might represent that rose in experience (based on perception involving touch), but 

since she is not representing the color of the rose in her experience, she will not have the 

direct awareness that involves phenomenal redness. 

Thus, our access to content that is consciously represented will be different from 

our access to content that may be non-consciously represented in the brain. We have 

already observed that the first type of content will be poised for direct rational control of 

thought and action whereas the second type of non-conscious content, though it may 

influence our behavior on an automatic level, is not directly available for rational 

control. 

It is our direct awareness of experiential content that is relevant to the primitive 

positive epistemic status of experience. As I said above, the direct awareness that is 

characteristic of conscious experience plays an important role in making direct 

acquaintance with experience possible. The fact that we can be directly acquainted with 
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the non-conceptual content of experience has an epistemological significance that has 

not passed by many philosophers. It has lead some to conclude that our access to 

experience is infallible. Others have concluded that our access is privileged—only I can 

have direct acquaintance with the contents of my experience.' '*' 

A 'perceptual' content that is not a conscious content will not have the same 

epistemic status as a conscious content that we are directly aware of. Thus, non-

conscious contents will not be able to play the reason-giving role that conscious contents 

do. In cases of unconscious perception, where a subject is not consciously acquainted 

with certain perceptual contents, the subject is not licensed to form any beliefs solely on 

the basis of those contents. 

I have suggested that it is our direct awareness of the contents of our perceptual 

states that is relevant to their positive epistemic status. However, we might be inclined 

to think that though direct awareness is enough to provide positive epistemic status to 

experiences in the formation of phenomenal belief, it is not enough to provide positive 

epistemic status to percepts in the formation of perceptual belief In response to this, 

more will be said about the positive epistemic status of experience as it relates to both 

phenomenal and perceptual beliefs in the sections that follow. 

I have argued that it is in virtue of the positive epistemic status of experience, our 

direct acquaintance with the contents of experience, and the information-preserving 

move from experience to belief that our non-conccptual experiences may provide 

reasons for belief. In chapter five we saw that there was no pre-theoretical reason to 

In cases of blindsight and unconscious perception, the information that is represented is not directly 
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suppose that non-conceptual contents cannot serve as reasons. Here I have shown how 

it is that non-conceptual contents may do so. Admittedly, this account of reasons denies 

that inference is the only sort of evidential relation relevant to reasoning. But again, we 

need not take experiences to operate in the same way beliefs do. We can acknowledge 

the similarities that inference shares with the rational move from experience to belief 

without saddling experiences with propositional content. 

Given this view, we can begin to see how children can rationally acquire 

knowledge about the world from experiences that they learn to conceptualize. The 

conceptualist must argue that the acquisition of concepts is not rational. Any 

information that the child acquires in her 'perceptual sensitivity' to her environment 

prior to the development of concepts can have no rational bearing on her acquisition of 

concepts. This seems to me to be a major point against the conceptualist for it seems 

quite obvious that the experiences a small child has are relevant, indeed a necessary 

feature of the concepts that the child will acquire and that the acquisition of concepts 

proceeds in a rational way 

I have shown that non-conceptual contents can stand in evidential relations to 

conceptual contents. These non-conceptual contents may be constitutive of certain 

conceptual contents. Alternatively, conceptual contents may correspond to or be 

consistent with non-conceptual perceptual contents. This view leaves open the 

possibility of a child having a reason for belief while yet lacking the conceptual 

recourses to identify her reason. At this point the conceptualist insists that whatever 

available for rational control of thought and action. 
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evidential relationships there might be between non-conceptual experience and belief, 

these relationships cannot possibly constitute a reason for a subject to form a belief, 

since a subject's reasons can only be her own provided that she can recognize them as 

her reasons. 

The idea that one must be able to recognize one's own reasons is grounded in a 

good intuition. The intuition here is that reasons must be internal to the subject in a way 

that allows them to rationally influence belief and action."^^ A reason that is not internal 

in this way could never be a subject's own reasons for acting. However, the requirement 

that one must be able to articulate one's reasons in order to be said to have them is 

simply too strong. Children are justified in forming various beliefs even though they 

cannot articulate their reasons. A child may have inferred that her ball is outside where 

she left it without being able to articulate her reasons for this inference. If asked why 

she is looking for her ball outside, she might not be able to explain that she remembers 

leaving it outside the day before or that she assumes that an object tends to remain in the 

place where it is left. It is a virtue of any account of reasons to be able to explain how a 

child may be justified in a belief—may have formed that belief based on reasons that are 

her own—while yet lacking the ability to articulate her reasons. 

John Pollock offers an internalist account of epistemic norms that suggests how 

one can be governed by reasons while yet lacking the ability to articulate one's 

reasons."*^ Just as it is possible for a bicyclist to be governed by norms that he need not 

For further discussion of this notion of direct acquaintance see chapter one. 
The view that I will put forth respects this internalist intuition and rejects that the suggestion that 

justification depends on anything that is external to the agent. 
Pollock (1986). 
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think about, we may be governed by norms that we do not have to consciously think 

about. A bicyclist has procedural knowledge rather that declarative laiowledge. 

Learning to do something requires acquiring a plan of how to do that thing. Once the 

plan becomes internalized, our behavior will be automatically governed by that plan. A 

plan to do something can be characterized by norms that are not just a description of 

what we do but rather characterize what we are trying to do. Thus, we may know how 

to do something but fail to do it right; we may have a set of internalized norms that we 

nevertheless fall short of at times. 

When we have internalized norms we have an automatic procedural knowledge 

that enables us to be guided by norms without having to think about them. Epistemic 

norms function in this way. We have an internalized set of norms that govern our 

reasoning though we may not be able to articulate those norms. We know how to 

reason. We have internalized rules for reasoning that guide our epistemic behavior, 

though we may fall short of our norms and behave irrationally at times. Thus, a 

subject's reasons can be her own reasons, though she cannot articulate them, provided 

that her actions are governed by internalized epistemic norms. 

We can draw the analogy between epistemic norms and norms that govern our 

use of language. A child may be able to form grammatical sentences and may know 

when his sentences are ungranimatical before he can articulate any rules of grammar. 

He is guided in his linguistic behavior by rules that he cannot articulate. Likewise, we 

have a sense for when our beliefs are rational or irrational. When we construct 

epistemological theories we consult our 'intuitions' on various cases. We determine 



233 

whether a hypothetical case is one of justified or unjustified belief and then we try to 

identify what it is in each case that makes the belief justified or unjustified. We try to 

identify what is in common among related cases of justified belief in order to define 

what epistemic norms are applied in the situation. 

When we are guided by our epistemic norms, we have a sense for which moves 

are epistemically permissible or reasonable, and which are not. We may thus act 

rationally without yet being able to articulate what makes our behavior rational. Given, 

as I have suggested above, that our acquisition of concepts is rational, it is plausible to 

suppose that we are guided by at least some epistemic norms in our acquisition of 

knowledge from infancy. Just as we have the 'built in' ability to acquire language, we 

have the 'built in' ability to acquire knowledge of the world from our experience. If it is 

the case that our epistemic norms are built in, then it is likely that our epistemic norms 

will be shared by all human cognizers. 

Pollock notes that epistemic norms are not 'built in' in such a way as to preclude 

our violating them. Sometimes we need to form beliefs by processes that are quick and 

dirty and that do not take account of our norms. However, our adherence to our 

epistemic norms is generally as automatic as riding a bicycle. To see how these norms 

govem our behavior in an automatic way consider the case we have been discussing 

above—of moving from a non-conceptual content to a concept. Let us consider the 

possibility of the misapplication of a concept once one has that concept, given the 

internalized norms that we have. 
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Let us suppose that I have the concept cat and dog. Theoretically, I may apply 

the concept cat when I recognize a dog. Though it is theoretically possible to misapply 

such concept, because of the automatic nature of our norms, it is virtually impossible. 

To apply the concept cat in response to a dog is to flout internalized norms—norms that 

hold that a concept must correspond with the non-conceptual content that it is applied to. 

One cannot easily flout these norms. Seeing a dog and deciding to call it a cat is not 

sufficient for misapplying a concept. That is because I really know that I am seeing a 

dog. Thus, how I am disposed to reason about this object will reflect this information, 

even if I am trying to reject it. 

Suppose that I am told that I have a deadly allergy to dogs but not to cats. But 

suppose, to prove a philosophical point, I am stubbornly insistent on applying the 

concept cat to the dog that I see. Some part of me knows that I am doing this at the risk 

of my life, for the concept of dog is applied the instant I recognize a dog—I recognize, 

at least on some level, that the concept dog correlates with my experience. Thus, though 

I may call what I see a cat and insist on behaving as if I were around a cat, I know that I 

am being irrational for I know that the concept I am attempting to apply does not 

correlate with the content of my experience.^^^ 

Generally concepts are applied immediately to the experience they apply to, 

without our deciding to apply them. Once they are applied, they play their inferential 

role in our rational behavior and thought. One of our norms is to take our experience at 

This does not mean that I will be able to articulate the norm 1 am violating and state how I am being 
irrational. 
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face value in making judgments, provided we do not have reason to think that we should 

not. We can articulate this norm as follows: 

x's looking F to S is a prima facie reason for S to believe that 'x is F'. 

Thus, a non-conceptual representation involving x as an object and F as a property of 

that object can be translated to an appropriate belief that is rational for a subject to 

accept. Of course, there may be defeaters that when we are aware of them make it 

irrational to take our experience at face value." '" If I know that I have taken a 

hallucinatory drug, then my epistemic norms dictate that I should not take my 

experience at face value. 

One may take the fact that concepts are employed immediately, sometimes 

automatically, to show that what is going on is not cognitive, but is merely causal. 

However, the move between an experience and a concept is a rational move. 

We are operating in space of reasons when we apply concepts. This is because, though I 

cannot change my experience in response to countervailing considerations, I can revoke 

a concept that I apply to an experience in response to such considerations. We are so 

responsive to our norms that generally the moment we realize that we have misapplied a 

concept in experience, we correct our mistake. Thus, epistemic responsibility comes in. 

Pollock (1986) defines the notion of a defeater as follows: "If M is a reason for S to believe Q, a state 
M* is a defeater for this reason if and only if it is logically possible for S to be in the combined state 
consisting of being in both the state M and the state M* at the same time, and this combined state is not a 
reason for S to believe Q." p. 176 
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not in the having of the experience itself but in the application of a concept to that 

experience. 

I have suggested that non-conceptual contents can provide reasons for certain 

conceptual contents, specifically beliefs. We are directly aware of these contents; of 

how they represent the world as being. From these contents we can form beliefs that 

employ concepts whose contents either correspond with or are constituted by the non-

conceptual content represented in experience. Our behavior in our practice of forming 

certain beliefs in response to our experiences is governed by internalized epistemic 

norms. Thus, a small child's experiences of red can provide the child with reasons to 

form and apply the concept red. The child's acquisition of concepts will be a rational 

process because the child will be governed by epistemic norms in this process. Thus, we 

need not say, as the conceptualist does, that a child goes from being like a mere 

themiometer to being an experiencer of the world once she has acquired concepts. She 

is not like a thermometer for a variety of reasons. 

First, a young child is conscious, thermometers are not. As a conscious being 

she is able to represent the world in experience. Her 'reliable response dispositions' are 

grounded in representations that she is phenomenally aware of As such, they can play a 

direct role in the concepts that she will acquire. Concept acquisition does not go on 

'blindly'. We do not have to accept an odd story of how we acquire concepts of things 

we have never yet experienced. Because our concepts are grounded in representations 

that are already conscious, the content of our concepts is appropriately tied to the 

content of our experience. My concept of green may involve the phenomenal aspect of 
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green. Whereas, it is hard to see how one who has acquired her concepts unconsciously 

could have a concept that involves this phenomenal aspect. 

Second, the young child is not like a thermometer because her behavior is not 

merely causal. Thermometers follow rules only in the sense that they obey causal laws 

of nature. We may say that they operate in accordance with these laws. But a 

thermometer cannot operate in conformance with laws. A thermometer's behavior is 

purely causal. It is not an agent, which is to say, among other things, it does not have an 

internalized set of norms governing what it should and should not do. A child does have 

an internalized set of norms that license her to 'get her knowledge off the ground' by 

forming concepts and beliefs that correlate with her experience. 

When I acquire a new demonstrative concept, I acquire it in a rational manner. 

Indeed, there are certain concepts where we can say that one does not have the concept 

unless one in prepared to take an experience with a particular content as a reason to 

apply that concept. Taking an experience as a reason to apply this type of concept 

would be part of the possession condition of that concept. 

I am justified in applying a concept to my experience when I have formed it in 

the appropriate way, in accordance with my internalized epistemic norms. I suggest that 

a small child acquires her concepts in much the same way. She is licensed to apply 

concepts when their content is either constituted by her experience or corresponds with 

her experience. As she forms concepts with a greater abstraction distance from her 

experience, she will be sensitive to the continued conformance of her concepts with her 

experience. If a concept no longer conforms with an experience, she will be able to 
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modify that concept to accommodate the new experience or retract it and apply a new 

concept that is better suited to the experience. Thus, she will begin to acquire more and 

more sophisticated knowledge about the world. The acquisition of her knowledge is a 

rational process and at least some of it takes place before she is able to articulate her 

reasons or the norms that govern her behavior. Her experiences may provide reasons for 

her belief before she can offer the belief that she is having an experience as evidence for 

her empirical judgments. 

Phenomenal Belief 

I have suggested that experiential content may play a role in the acquisition and 

justification of phenomenal belief. Let me say more about what phenomenal beliefs are. 

Phenomenal beliefs are beliefs that involve phenomenal concepts, or concepts that apply 

to the 'what it feels like' aspect of experience. Phenomenal concepts are necessarily 

grounded in our own experience. 1 may form a belief about what it is like to be someone 

else, but that belief will employ concepts that are an abstraction from my own 

experience. Nagel's famous observation that we cannot know what it is like to be a bat 

plays on the important link between experience and phenomenal concepts.""^' Because 

what it is like to experience echolocation seems to be so different from any experience 

that we may have, we cannot fonn a concept that will grasp this experience. The point 

here is that for any experience that is completely alien to us, it will be impossible to 

Nage] (1979). 
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form a phenomenal concept that accurately captures what it feels like to experience that 

232 expenence. 

Hume's missing shade of blue case may be seen as making a similar point. He 

wonders, if we were given the experience of several shades of blue, each one just a 

shade apart along the color spectrum, but with one sample missing, if we would be able 

to form an idea of the shade that is missing without ever having experienced it. Even if 

we may be able to do such a thing, it seems obvious that the idea that we would form 

would be an abstraction from our phenomenal experience of the two shades immediately 

surrounding the missing shade of blue. Thus, we can maintain that phenomenal belief 

and phenomenal concepts are grounded in experience, even if every phenomenal 

concept does not require a corresponding experience. 

In the previous chapter, I spoke of Chalmers' notion of direct phenomenal 

concepts. Beliefs that employ direct phenomenal concepts in an indexical or 

demonstrative way may be called direct phenomenal beliefs. The beliefs "I am 

experiencing y right now" or "this experience is y" where y is a direct phenomenal 

concept, are examples of direct phenomenal beliefs. Because of our direct and 

immediate acquaintance with the referent of this belief, it is difficult to see how beliefs 

I am speaking here of practical impossibility. I suppose I can logically conceive of a concept that 
accurately captures an alien experience just popping into my head, without me having had the experience 
itself. Even here, however, if the concept captures the alien experience with great enough specificity one 
might be inclined to say that having the concept is equivalent to having the experience, 

Hume (1888). 
Chalmers (2002) speaks of direct phenomenal belief but he limits the term to the belief "This 

experience is y" because it is this belief that is a candidate for infallibility. Given the definition of a direct 
phenomenal concept, if a belief of this form employs a direct phenomenal concept (as opposed to a 
pseudo-direct concept) it cannot be wrong. The belief "I am experiencing y right now" is different. This 
belief might be wrong if there was nothing that matched my concept of "I". Even so, there is surely some 
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of this type can be wrong. As we discussed in earlier chapters, some take our access to 

the given to be infallible. Those who hold this view most likely have something like 

direct phenomenal belief in mind. This is because we may misapply any concept to our 

experience that is not a direct phenomenal concept. Thus, not all beliefs about what is 

immediately given are contenders for infallibility. 

I will not here defend an infallibility thesis for phenomenal beliefs though I am 

convinced that direct phenomenal beliefs are infaltibie. What I am here concerned with 

is how experience provides reasons for phenomenal belief In particular, I am interested 

in how experience provides reasons for phenomenal beliefs that are introspective in 

nature. Let me articulate what is distinctive of this class of phenomenal belief When I 

form a belief about my cxirrent or past experience that takes account of that experience 

by 'looking inward', I am forming an introspective phenomenal belief These beliefs are 

to be distinguished from beliefs I form about my experience based on some third person 

evidence. For example, I would not be forming an introspective phenomenal belief if I 

were to come to believe that I must have been experiencing pain in a particular situation, 

not because I actually remember feeling pain, but because everyone else reports feeling 

pain in such situations. 

An introspective phenomenal belief attends to my experience rather than to what 

is represented by my experience. I may introspect what 1 am currently experiencing or I 

may employ memory to introspect what I was experiencing before. The concept that 

applies to my experience may be a direct phenomenal concept or some sort of standing 

concept of"!' as the immediate subject of this experience (y) that one can employ to form an infallible 
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phenomenal concept. Thus, the relationship between my experience and my concept 

may be either a constitutive relationship or one of correspondence. Justification for 

introspective beliefs is conferred by the positive epistemic status of the original 

experience together with the information-preserving relationship between my 

experiences and my introspective beliefs. Again, the positive epistemic status of the 

original experience is to be found in my direct acquaintance with that experience. To 

have a conscious experience is to have a direct awareness of a content. This direct 

awareness involves a phenomenal character that we have privileged access to. Thus, it 

is in virtue of an experience's being conscious that it has the positive epistemic status 

that it does. 

When I form a belief about an experience I had an hour ago, the content of my 

experience can no longer constitute the content of the concept I employ, for the content 

of my experience is no longer directly accessible. However, my experience was directly 

accessible to me at one time and my memory may recall an experiential content (with 

perhaps lesser specificity) that I can apply a standing concept to. In this case, the belief 

will employ a concept that I recognize as corresponding with my experience. 

When we form introspective beliefs we are generally justified in doing so. As 

we discussed above, our justification for introspective beliefs depends on our abiding by 

our internalized epistemic norms in holding such beliefs. So what are the norms that 

govern the formation of introspective phenomenal belief? I will attempt to articulate 

belief. 
To say that I recognize it as corresponding with my experience is just to say that I apply the concept to 

experience because the content of the concept corresponds with the content of experience. 1 am following 
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these norms in terms of defeasible reasons for holding introspective beliefs. I will then 

discuss what sorts of reasons may serve as defeaters to introspective beliefs. We can 

articulate the reason one has in holding a current introspective phenomenal belief as 

follows; 

S's immediate experience of phenomenal quality Y is a prima facie reason for S 
to believe that she is experiencing Y (where 7 is a phenomenal and not a 
perceptual concept). 

Here Ymay be either a direct phenomenal concept or a standing phenomenal concept. If 

F is a standing phenomenal concept, the possibility of error creeps in. However, this 

does not diminish S's justification, for justification does not depend on infallibility. My 

perceptual beliefs are not infallible, and yet I am still justified in holding them. 

When I form an introspective phenomenal belief that makes reference to an 

experience that 1 am not currently experiencing, then my belief will employ memory. 

My reasons in this case can be generalized as follows: 

S's seeming to remember an experience of phenomenal quality Y is prima facie 
reason for S to believe that she experienced Y(where again, 7is a phenomenal 
and not a perceptual concept). 

an epistemic norm here though I may not be able to articulate the belief that my concept corresponds with 
my experience. 

One might be tempted to say that I am 'more justified' in holding a direct phenomenal belief than one 
that is not direct. This depends on the intuition that the more likely a belief is to be true, the more justified 
it is. This notion of 'degrees of justification' seems to be grounded in an externalist view of justification 
that depends on probabilities that a subject may not be sophisticated enough to recognize. The norms that 
I employ with respect to current introspective phenomenal belief license both direct and indirect 
phenomenal beliefs, though the latter are more likely to be open to various defeaters. 
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This condition is qualified with 'seeming to remember' to leave open the possibility of 

being justified with respect to an introspective memory belief that we are yet wrong 

about. If the term 'remembers' is a success term in the way the term 'sees' is often 

taken to be, then one can only remember what has actually happened. But one may have 

a seeming memory of an experience and thereby be justified in believing one had that 

experience, even though the memory one has is false. 

It is difficult to come up with common defeaters for the reason one has when one 

forms a current introspective belief. This is because we do not very often have reason to 

doubt our access to our current experience. But we can construct a case where one's 

conceptual access to one's experiences is called into question. We can imagine 

someone, call her Sarah, who has had a brain injury that has damaged her ability to 

apply concepts to her experience. Though Sarah continues to have experiences, she 

lacks the ability to access the content of those experiences conceptually. Sarah cannot 

form direct phenomenal concepts. She cannot recognize any correspondence between 

any standing concepts that she possesses and her experience. Her conceptual access to 

her experiences is so marred that we have reason to doubt any introspective self report 

that she offers. Once Sarah is made aware of her condition, then the prima facie reason 

she has to believe she is currently experiencing phenomenal quality Y when she is 

experiencing phenomenal quality Y is defeated. She no longer has reason to suppose 

that her beliefs about her experiences track her experiences. 

Pollock (1986) makes this observation about memory. 
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The evidence we have to suppose that Sarah has this brain injury is third-person 

evidence. If she consistently reported experiencing things that others would not 

experience in her situation, or if she simply claimed to not know what she was 

experiencing, we may suppose that either her brain is damaged in such a way as to mess 

up what she experiences or in such a way as to mess up her access to those experiences. 

We might not be able to conclusively determine which is the case. This shows the 

difficult}' we have in coming up with decisive third person evidence that would serve as 

a defeater to introspective belief. 

David Armstrong imagines a case that he takes to show that introspective beliefs 

are not incorrigible. Again we have a possible third-person defeater to introspective 

belief. Armstrong imagines a brain technician who has a perfect understanding of the 

correlation of brain states and inner experiences. As he describes the case, I sincerely 

report that I am seeing something green. The brain technician recognizes from my brain 

patterns both that I am not lying and that I am not in the state appropriate for the 

experience I believe I am having. When I become aware that my brain state is not 

appropriate for the experience I take myself to be having, then my reason for my 

introspective belief is defeated or at least called into question. 

Perceptual Belief 

Let us now look at the role that experience plays in the justification of perceptual 

beliefs. In perceptual belief we are not attending to the vehicle of representation, the 

experience, but to what is represented, the world. As is the case with phenomenal belief, 
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it is possible to form direct perceptual beliefs that employ direct perceptual concepts. 

For example, I may form the belief "x is F" based on my experience of x looking F. 

These beliefs are by no means infallible, because it is always possible that I am a brain 

in a vat or experiencing some illusion or another. 

The relationship between our experiences and the concepts we apply in the case 

of direct perceptual belief is a constitutive relationship. Experiences represent the 

perceptual properties of objects and these representations may be conceptualized, but the 

content remains the same in both the experience and the concept. Here again, we see an 

information-preserving relationship between non-conceptual and conceptual 

representation. 

Many perceptual concepts are not direct perceptual concepts. Standing 

perceptual concepts stand in a correspondent rather that a constitutive relationship to 

experiential content. A non-direct perceptual concept corresponds with experiential 

content when it is an accurate description of what is represented by the experiential 

content. When an experience justifies a perceptual belief, it is the content of that 

experience, not the actual objects that the experience represents, that must correspond to 

a perceptual concept in a perceptual belief. What the experience represents is the actual 

world. But the world is not a state that is internal to the subject, thus it cannot be a 

subject's reason for belief. 

This is not to say that we only have indirect access to the world. It is not as if 

perceptual representations were like a photograph that we somehow infer beliefs about 

the world from. It is objects in the world and not our experiences that are the immediate 
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objects of perception. Thus, my perceptual beliefs are not about my informational states 

(phenomenal representations)—they are about the world and involve the information 

that is carried by these infomiational states. 

I have said that experiences provide reasons for beliefs because they have a 

positive epistemic status and because the move from an experience to a belief is 

information-preserving. Let me say more about the positive epistemic status of 

perceptual states. I have suggested above that the positive epistemic status of perceptual 

states depends on our direct acquaintance with the contents of those states. At this point 

we may wonder: Is direct acquaintance with a perceptual state enough for that 

perceptual state to have a positive epistemic status? Doesn't a perceptual state's 

epistemic status depend on its relationship to the world? 

First we must remember that a perceptual state's positive epistemic status does 

not depend on it's being an accurate representation of the world. An illusion may 

provide me with a reason to form a relevant belief, provided that I have no reason to 

suppose 1 am experiencing an illusion. Further, a perceptual state's positive epistemic 

status does not depend on its being justified. Percepts themselves are neither justified 

nor unjustified. Questions of epistemic responsibility do not come in at the level of 

perception. For example, in the case of the Muller-Lyer illusion, once we know we are 

perceiving an illusion we are not required to change our perception of the illusion. As 

has often been noted, we could not change our perception of the illusion, even if we 

wanted to. Thus, we are not epistemically accountable for the contents of perception. 
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We are accountable for what we do with those contents, however. We must 

move from our perceptual contents to our beliefs in an epistemically responsible way 

and this requires that perceptual contents have some sort of positive epistemic status. 1 

have offered above an internalist account of the positive epistemic status of our 

experiences. The positive epistemic status of experiences does not depend on anything 

external to the agent. It does not depend on causal relations between the world and the 

experience. It does depend on our acquaintance with the contents of those experiences 

and on our conformance with epistemic norms licensing ccrtain moves from experience 

to belief. 

Thus, what justifies me in believing that I see x is my experience of x. My 

experience of x is my reason for my belief. My experience of x can be my reason, even 

if it is not an accurate representation of the world and even if my experiences do not 

generally represent the world correctly (that is, even if they are not reliable). Someone 

who is a brain in a vat, whose experiences are not generally accurate representations of 

the world, is just as justified in forming beliefs based on experience as we are, provided 

that she is following internal epistemic norms. Thus, external considerations are not 

relevant to the positive epistemic status of percepts. 

We might think that on an internalist conception of reasons, a subject must at 

least believe that their percepts are generally accurate representations of the world in 

order to be justified in taking them at face value. This is not true, however. A young 

child who is following epistemic norms may be justified in believing that she is seeing a 
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ball in front of her, even if she does not yet have the sophisticated belief that her 

experiences of the world are generally accurate representations of the world. 

Thus, the positive epistemic status of a perceptual state does not rest on external 

considerations nor does it depend on beliefs about those external considerations. The 

positive epistemic status of a perceptual state instead depends on internal factors; our 

direct acquaintance with the perceptual state and the norms which license us to take such 

states at face value in the formation of perceptual belief 

There is a further question that docs not concern how experiences provide us 

with reasons for belief, but is yet relevant to epistemology. The questions may be stated 

as follows: Why does our following the norms that we do make it more likely that our 

perceptual beliefs will be true? Why docs forming beliefs based on percepts with 

positive epistemic status bring us more success in our quest for empirical truths? Here, 

external considerations come into play. We can note that our experiences generally 

represent the world accurately.""^ Thus, when we form beliefs that are appropriately 

based in the way our experience represents the world to be, we are forming beliefs that 

are likely to be accurate. We can conclude that when we follow our epistemic norms in 

acquiring perceptual beliefs based on percepts, those beliefs will not only be justified, 

they will also be likely to be true.""^'' 

Here we can tell a teleological story to account for why percepts generally represent the world 
accurately. 

I am arguing here that the fact that we generally represent the world accurately in experience does not 
have any bearing on the epistemic status of an experience. However, coming to believe that our 
experiences generally represent the world accurately will give us an additional reason to take our 
experiences at face value. So, perhaps we have an additional reason that a young child does not have to 
take our percepts at face value in the formation of perceptual belief (though again, the child does have 
sufficient justification for such beliefs in virtue of the positive epistemic status of her experiences and the 
epistemic noniis she is following). 
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I have already discussed a norm put forth by John Pollock that might apply to 

perceptual belief above. Again, it may be stated as follows: 

x's looking F to S is a prima facie reason for S to believe that 'x is F'. 

In the conditions stated above F appears as both a non-conceptual and a conceptual 

content. The same content F may be non-conceptual as it is represented in experience 

and conceptual in its role in belief Again we do not infer F (the concept) from F (the 

content of experience). Rather, it is because the concept F corresponds with or is 

constituted by the experience F that the experience may play a justificatory role in the 

belief. 

When we form a belief about what we perceived in the past, we are employing 

memory. We are generally entitled to take our memories of past perceptions at face 

value. We may say the following about perceptual beliefs involving memory: 

S's seeming to remember that x looked F is a prima facie reason for S to believe 
that'x is F'. 

When we believe that something is still the way we perceived it to be, we are operating 

under the assumption that things do not often change their properties. When we know 

an object is liable to change its visible properties often, we are not justified in believing 

that the object still possesses the properties we saw it to have before. My seeming to 

remember that a TV screen was blue is not a reason for me to believe that the TV screen 
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is still blue. However, my seeming to remember that the TV was cubical is a prima 

facie reason for me to believe that the TV is still cubical. 

Observational belief 

In the case above, what S believes about x mirrors what S represents about x in 

experience. But what about cases of perceptual belief that employ concepts whose 

content is not closely grounded in experience? Most of the perceptual beliefs we form 

involve observational concepts. We do not often form beliefs about the perceptible 

properties of objects as such. Rather our perceptual beliefs usually involve 

conceptualizing objects as being the objects that they are. In the previous chapter, we 

discussed observational concepts like cat, car and computer. Let us examine the reason-

giving relationship between experiences and observational concepts. 

Consider my belief that there is a doctor in front of me. This belief employs the 

concept doctor and this concept involves connections to other concepts that are not 

themselves closely grounded in experience. To have the concept doctor I will 

recognize, among other things, that doctors are people who play a certain role in healing. 

The abstraction distance from my concept of doctor and my experience is much greater 

than the abstraction distance from a concept like curved and my experience. Still, it is 

my having the experience that I do that enables me to judge that there is a doctor in front 

of me. 

As we noted in the previous chapter, concepts such as doctor may play a role in 

observation when we have acquired visual detectors that enable us to apply such 
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concepts directly rather than inferentially.''"' Visual detectors rely on visual cues in 

allowing us to recognize objects. When we see a doctor, visual cues like his white coat 

or the stethoscope around his neck are interpreted by our visual detectors enabling us to 

recognize a doctor, as opposed to having to infer that we are seeing a doctor. Of course, 

the visual cues that our visual detectors make use of might involve further recognitional 

abilities. Visually detecting the doctor may require that we visually detect the 

stethoscope and the white coat he is wearing. Context is also relevant to what our visual 

detectors enable us to recognize. The same cues that cause us to immediately recognize 

a doctor in a doctor's office may not cause us to immediately recognize a doctor on the 

street. Processing of visual cues with respect to various contexts happens on a fairly 

automatic level. When a doctor walks into the room, we may recognize various cues in 

an instant and the first belief we will form is 'there is the doctor.' We do not need to 

first form the beliefs 'there is a stethoscope' or 'there is a man in a white coat' and then 

941 
infer from them that we are seeing a doctor. 

Because we have visual detectors, recognitional, or observational concepts may 

be applied directly to an experience, without the need to form intermediary beliefs about 

the perceptible properties of what we are seeing. When we recognize something, a 

concept is applied. This concept corresponds with the content of experience. Our visual 

detectors may prompt us to 'recognize' something that we later realize is not what we 

took it to be. I may think that I am seeing my friend coming toward me but discover as I 

See Pollock (2004) for a discussion of this conception of recognition and visual detectors. 
If this were the case, then the beliefs 'there is a stethoscope' and 'there is a man in a white coat' would 

also need to be inferred from some prior beliefs, which would quite complicate matters. Luckily, 
recognition does not work that way. 
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get closer that it is someone who I don't know. In such case, the recognitional concept 

that I might have applied at first will be revoked. 

When we recognize something, we are entitled to take our recognition at face 

value, though we are required to revise recognitional beliefs in the face of relevant 

defeaters. We can characterize the reasons we have in cases of visual recognition as 

follows: 

S's recognizing that x is G is a prima facie reason for S to believe that x is G. 

Here G is not a perceptual but an observational concept. Recognizing that x is a cat or a 

car or a computer gives me a defeasible reason to believe that x is a cat or a car or a 

computer. Once I acquire evidence, perceptual or otherwise, that x is not G, my 

perceptual norms require that I reevaluate my belief 

Reason and Truth 

It has often been observed that we are concerned with forming justified beliefs 

because we are concerned with forming true beliefs. Beliefs that are justified are more 

likely to be true than beliefs that are not justified. I wish to briefly say something about 

why forming our beliefs on the basis of experience is likely to produce true beliefs. I 

have suggested that it is our direct acquaintance with the phenomenal aspect of our 

experiences that makes our beliefs about our experiences likely to be true. What I want 
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to focus on for now is how basing perceptual beliefs on experiences makes those beliefs 

likely to be true. 

With respect to perceptual belief we can tell a naturalistic story. We are 

designed (by God or nature) to be able to successfully navigate our environment. Our 

perceptual systems represent the world in such a way as to make information about our 

immediate environment directly accessible to us. This information is explicit in 

conscious experience and is likely to be fairly accurate given that our perceptual systems 

are doing what they are designed to do. Because perceptual information is conscious, it 

is available for direct rational control of thought and action. 

Because we are rational animals, we depend on concepts and beliefs to navigate 

our environment in sophisticated ways. The concepts that we form make use of the very 

content that is represented in experience. When concepts are constituted by the content 

of experience or when their content corresponds with experience, then the information 

that is available non-conceptually is preserved. As I have argued above, when we 

follow internalized epistemic norms, the move from experience to belief is infonnation-

preserving. 

Just as we are designed to perceive the world accurately, we are designed to be 

able to reason about the world. When we follow internalized epistemic norms in our 

acquisition of empirical knowledge we are following norms that have been internalized 

because they work. Reasoning successfully, in conformance with these norms, will tend 

to lead us to true beliefs. This is illustrated with respect to perceptual beliefs, for it is 

these nonns that license us to base our belief on perceptual representations that arc likely 
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to be correct. Responsibly basing our beliefs on perceptual representations that are 

likely to be accurate will give us beliefs that are likely to be correct. 

Conclusion 

In chapter four we considered various conceptualist arguments in defense of the 

conceptualist thesis that nothing can play an empirical role in the acquisition or 

justification of knowledge that is not conceptual. We saw that there is no good prc-

theoretical reason to accept this thesis. In the next chapter we discussed difficulties for 

the conceptualist position. We saw how the conceptualist view made it difficult to 

account for how we acquire concepts. The conceptualist view also has the undesirable 

consequence that infants and animals have nothing in common with us (not even 

consciousness) in their perceptual sensitivity to their environment. We concluded that 

the undesirable consequences of a conceptualist view should lead us to prefer a non-

conceptualist view, should we find one that can adequately account for how non-

conceptual content grounds knowledge. 

It has been the task of these last two chapters to answer the conceptualist 

challenge—to show exactly how it is that a non-conceptual given could play an 

epistemic role in the acquishion and justification of knowledge. In chapter six we saw 

that what is given in experience is not an unstructured, confusing array of colors. Non-

conceptual experiential content comes to us already structured by our visual systems. 

We discussed how we can access non-conceptual content conceptually—initially in the 
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formation of direct concepts and later, as we acquire visual detectors, in recognitional 

processes. 

Finally, in this chapter we discussed how a non-conceptual given can justify 

phenomenal and perceptual beliefs. We saw that there are reason-giving relationships 

that do not involve inference. It is our direct acquaintance with the content of 

experience that gives that content a positive epistemic status, which status can be 

conferred upon appropriately related beliefs. When a concept is constituted by a non-

conceptual content or when it corresponds with that content, then we have a reason to 

apply that concept to what is represented in experience. These reason-giving 

relationships between experience and belief are information-preserving. 

In this chapter we saw that we do not need to be able to articulate our reasons in 

order to have them. However, our reasons do need to be internal in such a way as to 

guide our behavior. Internalized epistemic norms guide our behavior without requiring 

us to be able to articulate our reasons. These norms license us to make certain moves 

from experience to belief. We have identified possible norms that apply to phenomenal 

and perceptual belief When we follow these norms, we may form beliefs about our 

environment directly from our experience—without having to infer our beliefs from 

other beliefs, and without running into regress problems. 

Given all of this, we see that we have no reason to accept the conceptualist view 

that the non-conceptual given cannot ground our knowledge. We have seen exactly how 

the given rationally contributes to our acquisition and justification of knowledge. Thus, 

we need not reject the given as a myth. We need not accept the conceptualist view. 
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Instead, we can acknowledge the necessary foundational role the given plays in our 

knowledge. 
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