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Preface 

This book is about experiential content: what it is; what kind of account can be 

given of it. I am concerned with identifying and attacking one main view - I call 

it the inferentialist proposal. This account is central to the philosophy of mind, 

epistemology and philosophy of science and perception. I claim, however, that 

it needs to be recast into something far more subtle and enriched, and I attempt 

to provide a better alternative in these pages. 

The inferentialist proposal holds that experiential content is necessarily 

underpinned by sophisticated cognitive influences. My alternative, the 

continuum theory, holds that these influences are relevant to experience only at 

certain levels of organisation and that at other levels there are contents which 

such features do not capture at all. Central to my account is that there are 

degrees to which cognitive influences affect experiential content; indeed, for 

the most part, experience is an amalgam of both inferential and non-inferential 

features. I claim that the inferentialist proposal is fundamentally flawed and 

deserves replacement, and I argue that my alternative fills the hollow that 

remains.  

The book is divided into four sections. In Part I, Chapter 1, I introduce two 

traditionally rival views of experiential content. In Chapter 2, I develop my 

continuum alternative. Chapter 3 assesses the relationship between experience 

and language, while Chapter 4 explores the relationship between beliefs and 

experience. The overall argument is that it has been a mistake to understand 

experience simply in inferential or non-inferential terms. 

In Part II, I examine the structure of mental content. Chapter 5 is concerned 

with the kinds of experiences which escape the inferentialist analysis. Chapter 6 

considers Kantôs metaphysic of experience counterpointed to Lorenzôs reading 

of his work in the light of evolutionary biology. Chapter 7 treats animal 

experience in relation to the continuum view I am developing, while Chapter 8 

reviews Fodorôs contribution to perceptual psychology. It is argued that the 

view of experiential content being developed is both consistent with empirical 

data on informationally local perceptual sub-systems, but also accords well 

with evolutionary theory and a naturalist interpretation of Kantôs taxonomy. 
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Part III deals with inferentialism in the philosophy of science. In Chapter 9, I 

assess the theory dependence of observation thesis as it is advanced by Paul 

Feyerabend. I bring out of his account a subtle confusion concerning the 

importance of inference in the context of scientific inquiry.  

Part IV deals with the issue of experience in the philosophy of mind. In 

Chapter 10, I look at Wilfred Sellarsôs attack on sense data theories. Chapter 11 

confronts Paul Churchlandôs treatment of ófolk psychologyô while Chapter 12 

isolates the issue of experiential qualia and the position of property dualism. I 

offer a critical review of Thomas Nagelôs work in this chapter and claim that his 

position can be read in a way which is consistent with the continuum account I 

am developing. I conclude the book in the usual fashion with a summary of the 

central claims.  
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Introduction  

 óFrankly, I do not understand even now how you unravelled this case.ô  

Holmes leaned back in his chair and put his fingertips together. 

óMy dear fellow, there was no great difficulty in the problem. The facts 

were obvious enough, but the delicacy of the matter lay in the need that 

the murderer himself should confirm them by some overt act. 

Circumstantial evidence is the bane of the trained reasoner.ô 

óI have observed nothing.ô 

óYou have observed everything, but failed to reason.ô 

 

óThe Adventure of the Sealed Roomô 

The Exploits of Sherlock Holmes 

A.Conan-Doyle and J. D.Carr 

 

 
Introducing the problem  

 

In Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology, Wittgenstein distinguishes 

ópurely opticalô aspects of experiences from those ómainly determined by 

thoughts and associations.ô1  The reference occurs in the context of his 

discussion on óseeing asô but, as is customary with Wittgensteinôs work, the 

passage is not developed in detail. Regardless, the remark may be of historical 

importance as an early statement of an issue which now runs orthogonally 

through much of the contemporary writing and problems central to the 

philosophy of science, perception and cognition. 

 The issue is whether experiential content is, in any full-blooded sense, 

inferential, and thus, dependent on high-level theories, concepts and 

background knowledge (óassociationsô, as Wittgenstein would have it), or 

whether such content is non-inferential, coming entirely from input on the sense 

                                                 
1 L. Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology, §960-1017. 
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organs (Wittgensteinôs ópurely opticalô aspects).  

 Given the differences in the experiences of Sherlock Holmes and Watson, it 

would seem obvious that the content of an experience cannot simply be 

obtained from the latter source: to make meaningful observations it is not 

sufficient to receive purely optical inputs; it is also essential that one be trained 

to form appropriate associations, and this seems to require inferential abilities. 

This is, in fact, the orthodox philosophical line on such an issue. The routine 

ability to perceive, according to most current views, seems to rely on perception 

being fully informed by reason.  

 However, there are aspects of perception that this strongly inferential line 

misses out on: it seems true to say, for instance, that experiences have some 

content even when not completely informed in this manner. Watson did 

experience something, though admittedly, not as much as his more astute 

friend. Doubtlessly, he perceived material relevant to the case in question even 

without complex inferential abilities. But it also seems true to say that 

completely uninformed experiences have content too. They must have content 

because some organisms (dogs, cats, conceptually unsophisticated infants) do 

not seem to possess the kind of reasoning that is required in order to make 

complex perceptual judgements. It is to this kind of underdeveloped content, 

perhaps, that appellations like the ópurely opticalô apply.  

 If one inclines to each and all of these views, however, one is faced with an 

uninviting philosophical dilemma: how can individuals perceive anything if 

they fail to form associations of any kind? But equally, how can the forming of 

such associations alone be necessary and sufficient for seeing?  

 Neither of the traditional perspectives on this issue are very comforting. On 

the one hand, the content of reasoned perception must consist of inferential 

abilities drawing upon various degrees of theory (it was this ability that 

Holmesôs partner seemed to lack). On the other hand, the content of 

uninfluenced perception must consist, not in the possession of networks of 

complex theoretical associations, but in information derived from a 

non-inferential source. Thus, one view insists that all experiences are highly 

epistemic; the other emphasises what are allegedly non-epistemic features. One 

view leads to a highly propositional and representational view of perceptual 

content; the other turns to proximal information that impinges on the sense 

receptors. Both approaches traditionally admit of hidden agendas, and both 

approaches seem too extreme. For this reason alone it seems likely that neither 

account in its current form will do. (Interestingly, Wittgensteinôs qualification, 

ómainlyô, may offer a solution here which has not been noticed by philosophers 

when considering this issue.)  

 The preoccupation with the structure of perceptual content has historical 

affinities to Kantôs work in epistemology. The issue has also been informed by 

sense data theories of perception advanced in the early twentieth century. The 

tradition stemming from Kant argues that the sensation/inference threshold 
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collapses with inference taking the dominant organisational role. The opposing 

view, stemming from positivism and the sense-data theories, claims that the 

reverse is the case. Articulated in these terms, the issue is firmly in the domain 

of the epistemologist and the philosopher of perception. And, articulated in 

these terms, the issue generally leads to a philosophical stalemate - a 

polarisation of opinion between views which eschew the importance of 

inference entirely and those which take the importance of inferential abilities to 

extraordinary lengths. As mentioned, the present consensus of opinion in 

philosophy is broadly in the latter camp.  

 There are, however, more contemporary ways of approaching the matter of 

experience and content than simply along these traditional philosophical lines. 

One of these ways even claims to provide a principled way of resolving the 

matter of the extent to which inference affects experiences. 

 Recent discussions concerning perceptual content have looked at the 

processing capabilities of the perceptual apparatus and has drawn upon 

psychological data on perceptual illusion and cognitive responses to ambiguous 

stimuli. Some theorists, notably Fodor, have suggested a multi-level conception 

of perceptual structure, where only some content is (properly) inferential, and 

other content is not, due to the operation of relatively autonomous, locally 

responsive, perceptual sub-systems, operating incidentally to higher-level 

cognitive mechanisms.2 Perceptual content, on Fodorôs account, is modular and 

available to the influence of inferential abilities only at certain levels. This work 

has been influential in support of functional theories of the mind, but is not 

without interest in other areas of inquiry.  

 In this book, the modular view will be modified substantially and 

accommodated within a multi-level philosophical theory of experience that has 

not been considered before. A multi-level view of perception will provide a way 

of adjudicating between traditionally rival positions on the issue of experience 

and content.  

 There are several reasons to be optimistic about employing the results of 

investigations in the visual sciences. The modularity hypothesis, unlike 

standard philosophical theories of perception, is an empirical theory and is thus 

open to empirical confirmation or rejection. With modifications, it is also a 

means of having our inferential cake and eating it too. As shall be argued, it 

suggests a way of reaching a decision about how inference affects experience 

without compromising the integrity of the more traditional approaches which 

either ignore inference entirely or take its influence to absurd lengths. The view 

that there might be limits to the extent to which cognitive processing influences 

experience inspires a philosophical theory of content which shall be called the 

continuum theory.    

                                                 
2 J. A. Fodor, The Modularity of Mind; óObservation Reconsidered,ô Philosophy of Science, 51 

(1984): pp. 23-43. 
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 But there is also a more general reason for taking heed of such strategies. The 

reason is that the problem seems to require a compatabilist solution. It seems 

likely that the prima facie separate approaches of Kant, the sense data theorists, 

and Fodor, have more in common than has otherwise been accorded by 

philosophers. It is plausible to suppose, for instance, that the 

observational-inference dispute is not only a metaphysical, but also an 

empirical problem. A fully adequate account thus must take account of both 

philosophical speculation and the experimental and psychological facts about 

the perceptual system. Neither approach on its own is intrinsically very 

satisfying in the long term. And it is important to bring these considerations 

together because the two approaches are obviously complementary, and are, in 

any case, often interdependent: one often gives rise to new considerations about 

the other. For example, what Kantôs a priori views in epistemology did for 

perceptual theories in the 18th century and developmental psychology much 

later were as important as what experimental work in perception is doing for 

epistemology now. It is clear that there should be no boundaries on approaches 

to this issue. Both speculative and empirical considerations must be addressed. 

And, as shall be shown later, by taking such an approach to the problem, these 

very different ways of looking at the issue can usefully inform each other.  

 I want to consider how these very different approaches might overlap in this 

book. The issue is the bearing of inference upon experience, and the extent to 

which experiential content is explained in such terms. The central focus of the 

attack will be various forms of, what shall be called, inferentialist views, which 

stress not only the primacy of inference over sensation, but the redundancy of 

the latter. The price of these inferentialist views has traditionally been to rule 

out of court sensational properties of experiences. This consequence arises out 

of current theories of perception because content is seen exclusively in terms of 

inferential abilities with no allowance for features which cannot be captured in 

inferential terms. On current views, all that is needed to capture the content of 

perception is to specify the various inferential associations that perceivers 

routinely perform. However, it can be shown that this stress on the reasoning 

abilities of perceivers has been to the detriment of other kinds of content which 

cannot be captured in such terms.  

 The kind of content that might escape the inferential net is what philosophers 

sometimes call qualia: the ófeltô aspect of mental states - the redness of a 

colour, the loudness of a sound and so on. Capturing the quale of an experience 

is important to any adequate story about the evolution of perceptual systems. It 

shall be argued that qualia typically have a causal role in perception and do 

some important epistemic work. It is thus essential that any view of experiential 

content must give some account of them. The continuum account developed in 

this book is designed to accommodate such features of perceptual content. 

 By contrast, there are many important contemporary views which ignore or 

reject the importance of sensational properties of experiences altogether. The 
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work of Churchland and Sellars are explicit in their rejection of all but an 

inferential content to perception; the work of Feyerabend is quite covert in this 

regard but offers a similar view. Philosophers as varied as Hanson, Armstrong, 

Harman and Davidson have been sympathetic to an inferential view of content 

at some stage in their philosophical development. There has certainly been no 

lack of opposition to the idea that experience possesses non-inferential, 

qualitative aspects. The voices against this view can also be traced to the 

important philosophical influence of Descartes and Kant who left enduring 

legacies to this tradition. Each of the philosophers mentioned have ignored or 

refused to admit content which cannot be captured in inferential terms - thus, 

they have been largely responsible for an inferentialist theory of experience and 

the consequences that flow from such a view.  

 The present work will chart some of these óconsequencesô. It will also 

examine the consequences of rejecting the inferentialist story. The book will 

suggest that, in large measure, the full-blooded inferentialist picture of content 

is false - good intentions and long traditions notwithstanding. I shall examine 

the implications of the inferentialist view and highlight its problems. But a 

negative critique is not the only outcome - a positive account is also attempted. 

In rejecting inferentialism, I suggest we should end up with a continuum 

account which legitimates several kinds of non-exclusive content. Unlike 

inferentialist views, the continuum account allows that at some levels there is 

more to content than proximal stimulations, though rather less than a fully 

inference-based account allows. The position proposed in this book is that 

experiences might well be ódetermined by thoughts and associationsô to some 

important degree, but, as Wittgenstein would have it, the operative word here is 

ómainlyô; there are also other kinds of content to consider which have 

non-inferential and sensory aspects. The continuum view is thus an attempt at 

bringing together the various kinds of views mentioned, empirical and 

speculative, into some sort of integrated approach. It is this attempt at an 

integrated approach that is largely the aim of this book. Another aim, however, 

is to come to some conclusions regarding the importance of experience in the 

context of some of the wider issues in contemporary thought. Some of these 

issues shall now be outlined.  

 The bearing of perceptual content on issues in contemporary philosophy has 

a number of levels of focus which need to be looked at. As already mentioned, it 

certainly features in how philosophers stand on the important issue of qualia; 

the (supposedly) irreducible and immediate qualitative órawnessô of 

phenomenal states experienced while undergoing acts of perception. This is an 

issue in which philosophers fall clearly into two distinct groups: the óqualia 

freaksô and those that óquineô them (as Dennett would have it) by denying that 

there is anything which could amount to irreducible ófeltô properties of such 

states which cannot be óexplained awayô by inference, elimination or 
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reduction.3 This dispute has created imaginative points of interest, with Thomas 

Nagel arguing that no amount of physical information about the constitution of 

bats and their experiential states will tell us ówhat it is likeô to be one, and Frank 

Jackson arguing that an omniscient neurophysiologist of colour vision confined 

to a black and white room canôt ever know how colours look.4 The burden of 

such examples is supposed to suggest that physicalism, reductionism and 

eliminativism are simply false when it comes to the content of experiences.  

  This is an issue which is importantly tied to the question at hand, since only if 

such contents are not fully inferential, can there be any room for argument over 

what other kinds of content there might be. (And óqualia freaksô being, for the 

most part, anti-inferentialists tend to regard this extra content as being 

ineluctably experiential in some sense.) Alternatively, Churchland, Sellars, and 

others, argue that there is no such additional content to speak of, for there are no 

perceptual qualia in a view of experiential content shot through with inference. 

The problem of perceptual content is thus firmly bound up with one principal 

divisive issue in the philosophy of mind today: the existence and nature of 

experiential qualia. The suggestion here will be that, because there are genuine 

problems with the inferentialist view of experience and content, and because 

low-level content seems to have a genuine causal role, there are reasons for 

taking the qualia theorists seriously. It is true, I shall argue, that not all features 

of experiences can be captured in inferential terms. However, this does not 

mean that the opposing position which eschews the importance of inference 

altogether is correct. Rather, the view proposed in this book is that experiences 

possess two broad kinds of content: one which can be captured in inferential 

terms and one which cannot. Within the context of the philosophy of mind, my 

position shall be that an interactionist property dualism is still a serious option; 

indeed, much of the thesis that follows can be read as a sustained argument in 

support of this form of property dualism. In defence of this, I shall also endorse 

an argument which avoids the counterintuitive consequences of 

epiphenomenalism as an account of experience and content. The legitimation of 

a property dualist theory of mind is an important consequence of the rejection of 

inferentialism.  

 The issue of experience in the philosophy of science is also central to this 

book. The point of most interest is the recent discussion of whether 

observations are theory dependent. Does theory-dependence provide a 

inferentially neutral basis for scientific observations in the context of theory 

change? This issue has ramifications far beyond the inferential nature of 

                                                 
3 See D. C. Dennett, óQuining Qualia,ô Consciousness in Contemporary Science; Rpt. in Lycan, 

Mind and Cognition: A Reader, pp. 519-545. See also: óQualia Disqualifiedô, in Consciousness 

Explained. 
4 Thomas Nagel, óWhat is it like to be a Bat?ô, Philosophical Review 83, (1974): pp. 435-50; 

Rpt. in Nagel, Mortal Questions; Frank Jackson, óWhat Mary Didnôt Knowô, Journal of 

Philosophy 83, (1986): pp. 291-5. 
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experience to the nature of science itself: whether, for instance, the scientific 

enterprise is so thoroughly embedded in theory that it might proceed 

unencumbered by the need for making any observations at all. Paul Feyerabend 

seems to think that it is likely and desirable to have a óscience without 

experienceô, and Fodor has recently claimed that having experiences is but only 

one way whereby scientists can achieve ócognitive self-management.ô5 The 

issues here are, of course, central to the methodological procedures of scientific 

inquiry, but they intersect too with any adequate account of perceptual 

experience generally, quite independently of the implications they have for the 

nature of paradigms, theory change and incommensurability. Any approach to 

the very general issue of experiential content will have to say something about 

how it bears on the parallel issue in the philosophy of science. As will be 

shown, there is much confusion on this matter, and this leads to a heavy-handed 

emphasis on inferential abilities. The claim here will be that, for similar reasons 

to those enunciated in relation to the philosophy of mind, science needs at least 

two broad levels of experiential content - that which is captured by inferential 

abilities and that which isnôt. The inferentialist view, I shall argue, is as 

unsatisfactory as an account of the mechanics of science as it is as an account of 

the ontology of mind. 

 There is, then, a single theme to this book and two main foci. The theme is a 

rejection of inferentialism and a statement of a continuum theory of experiential 

content. The foci are experience as it features in the philosophy of mind and in 

the philosophy of science. The aim of the book is to develop a theory of content 

which considers the influence of stock philosophical views and current 

empirical work as contributing features to understanding the nature of 

perceptual experience. 

 The issues mentioned are linked in more ways than one as this book will 

show. The inference/non-inference dichotomy is one way of measuring the 

dispute, but there are others. Implications for an account of animal and infant 

cognitive development is another, quite different, yardstick. Inferentialism with 

respect to perceptual content, qualia, the theory dependence of observation, and 

so on, goes alongside any account of cognition which is sophisticated and 

epistemically high-level. Hence, we have Feyerabend ruling out the possibility 

of observations without theory in any ósensing subjectô, and Davidson and Stich 

arguing that animals, in effect, canôt have cognitive content if they canôt use a 

language, or, at least, have cognitive states which canôt be fully isomorphically 

matched by those of language users.6 Many other recent theorists, including 

                                                 
5 See: P. K. Feyerabend, óScience without Experienceô, in Realism, Rationalism and Scientific 

Method; J. A. Fodor, óThe Dogma that didnôt Bark (A Fragment of a Naturalised 

Epistemology)ô, Mind, 100 (1991): pp. 201-230. 
6 Donald Davidson, óThought and Talkô, in S. Guttenplan (ed.) Mind and Language, pp. 7-23; 

Stephen P. Stich, óDo Animals have Beliefs?ô, Australasian Journal of Philosophy 57, (1979): 

pp. 15-28. 
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Geach, Malcolm and Bishop, have taken a similar (essentially Cartesian) line 

about animal cognition. 

 It shall be argued that views which have such consequences are examples of 

inferentialism running wild. The importance of inference to cognitive content 

should be divorced from such claims. Language, of course, presupposes a 

highly permeable network of relatively accessible cognitive information of a 

symbolic nature, and is indisputably inferential in a complex sense. However, it 

is not clear that it is the only influence on content. It is plausible to suppose that 

though there might be significant causal penetration of the sensory aspects of 

experience by language and theory, this does not mean that there is no sensory 

content without language and theory. As has been stated recently: ósensory 

information has a certain priority over theory ... denying the obvious when it 

has an immediate sensory impact on one is a recipe for a short life.ô7 Clearly 

one should be able to keep the importance of inference without subscribing to a 

fully inferentialist view, and one must do this if one wants to preserve the 

intuition that animals and pre-linguistic infants have experiential content in 

some important sense. The trick, however, is to work out a way of keeping the 

intuitively plausible idea that experience requires inferential abilities without 

buying into such deeply counterintuitive views as those mentioned above. I 

resolve this problem simply by admitting qualia as part of the experiential 

continuum. 

 The treatment of the above issue in this book blends well with the modular 

view of perception mentioned earlier. This view argues that low-level structural 

sub-systems might be just as important to cognition as the higher level systems. 

Not enough blending of these very different approaches to the problem is 

attempted in the literature. This book will attempt to do just that. The continuum 

account advanced here is an attempt to reconcile the tensions between some of 

these very different approaches to the issue of experience and content. The 

application of mechanisms of inference to animal and infant experience is one 

such source of tension. The approach given will be to reject inferentialist views 

and to allow different levels of content to feature in the experiences of 

differentially sophisticated organisms. The attempt to reconcile the two kinds of 

influence along naturalist grounds, thus leads to a strongly evolutionary line on 

the development and the nature of perceptual systems.  

 Philosophical theories and concepts must be kept within the constraints of 

evolutionary theory. I do not conceal my biases on this point. Metaphysical 

speculation must ultimately be in keeping with the Darwinian model of the 

conditions for species selection and phylogenetic similarity and divergence. 

This, at least, will be an unargued assumption in this book. Any model of 

perceptual content should thus be broadly in keeping with such principles and 

not run against them. As I will try to show, however, the important relation 

                                                 
7 C. Mortensen and G. Nerlich, Aspects of Metaphysics, p. 7. 
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between high-level content (incorporating such inference-based abilities as 

language) and the selective importance of low-level, non-inferential content has 

often been ignored in keeping to the letter and spirit of what I have called 

óinferentialismô. But there is a good case for keeping a low-level experiential 

content for basically phylogenetic reasons: reasons which are parsimonious and 

plausible in evolutionary terms. Such naturalist grounds are consistent with a 

philosophical theory of content which allows for low-level sensory content as 

well as high-level inferential content. 

 The inferential/non-inferential dispute should not, like other staid 

philosophical dichotomies, be seen in terms of mutually exclusive influences. 

At least, that is what shall be argued here. Instead, the emphasis should be on a 

continuum account of content: inferential influences at one extreme and 

non-inferential influences at the other extreme - with all sorts of graded 

possibilities in between. It will be argued that this is entirely consistent with an 

evolutionary approach. The point to be noted about the move away from the 

dichotomised to a continuum view of content is that the whole issue of 

experience has been hamstrung by something of a false option: a choice 

between inference and non-inference. I want to say, by contrast, that there are 

both inferential aspects and non-inferential aspects to such contents. I also want 

to suggest that the idea that either influence alone explains the nature of 

experiential content is an error. Both the inferentialist approach and the 

sense-data approach tend to suggest this, but ultimately neither view is 

satisfactory on its own. This book, instead, will try to charter a position which 

includes both inferential and non-inferential aspects without falling into the 

extreme views mentioned. Each approach has insights to offer, but that they fail 

to integrate these insights into a satisfactory overall account, which I think my 

view supplies.  

 I will be drawn to suggest a multi-level structure to experience, and hence, 

side with the qualia theorists to the extent that there must be some 

perceptual/sensational content which is óextraô to that explained through 

mechanisms of inference. I shall also be endorsing a view of modular cognitive 

processes. Kantôs views will also be compared favourably with the modularity 

story. The empirical evidence for modularity is impressive in any case, quite 

independently of the argumentative supports philosophers offer for it. And, I 

think all of these claims can be sustained as complementary attitudes in 

evolutionary terms. By adopting the continuum view of experiential content, 

the merits of each of these approaches can be satisfactorily combined and the 

counterintuitive implications the inferentialist proposal has for low-level 

animal and infant experiences can be successfully avoided.  

 Claiming that there are contents to experience which are low-level and 

non-inferential is not to claim that there is no room for defending the 

importance of inference in any adequate view of experiential content and 

structure. There obviously is a role needed for inference in any account of 
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experience. The point is that only if one assumes an already dichotomised 

conception of inference/non-inference is there a case for saying that these 

influences are mutually exclusive. I wonôt be asserting such a view, and I shall 

be explicitly arguing against the sense data theories, which insist that 

non-inferential sense data can be held alongside the claim that they are 

epistemically structured. As Sellars has pointed out, this view involves a 

substantial confusion. The position to be taken in this book will be that 

low-level experiences can have content too, a content in a low-level sense - a 

sense which is significantly deficient in such things as high-level beliefs, 

theories and background knowledge, but which is nonetheless, by strength of 

reasons, not entirely empty. This is a tautological claim, but I think an 

informative one, because the view to be attacked does not admit of a 

non-exclusive way of treating the issue. 

 To summarise: this book endorses a continuum account of experiential 

content, and rejects a fully inferentialist view. The arguments advanced to 

support this draw upon several different approaches to the relationship between 

inference and sensation, both empirical and speculative, in both the philosophy 

of science and the philosophy of mind. The account also considers the 

unsophisticated experiences of animals and infants and keeps the issues in 

check with the constraints of evolutionary theory. The major claim is that all of 

these considerations and the various approaches to the problem can be sustained 

as complementary attitudes if one adopts the continuum account suggested. But 

if one does this, then by necessity one forfeits a heavily inferentialist view in 

which experience depends on the imposition of the content of theories, concepts 

and background knowledge. However, as it is advocated that a 

non-dichotomous relationship is in order here, this does not mean that we 

thereby have to abandon the importance of inference entirely. I suggest that 

there is certainly a place for inference in experience, both within the philosophy 

of mind and the philosophy of science, but that inferentialism is actually false. 

There is still a place for ópurely opticalô aspects in a content which may be 

ómainlyô determined by thoughts and associations. 
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1 Observations and 

 inferences 

We may not have prayers in public schools, but by G-d we will have a 

distinction between observation and inference - Fodorôs Granny.8  

Preliminaries: setting up a view 

 

Experience and knowledge 

This book is about experiential content, so letôs consider the following case 

study. Sherlock Holmes, Private Investigator, enters a room and experiences the 

following scene: Before him lies a body on a blood-stained carpet and near the 

body lies a cigar-band. A momentôs reflection has Holmes realise that a murder 

has been committed, correctly identify the perpetrator of the crime, the weapon 

used, and the approximate time of the victim Jonesôs death. 

 A first consideration about such an experience might be this: Holmes did not 

extract all these details from the visual scene before him; he inferred most of it, 

cleverly, from available perceptual information. Nonetheless, he did 

immediately and reliably identify certain objects and relations in the world - a 

dead body, a cigar-band, a relation of ónearnessô etc., despite not having come 

across them in exactly the same way before. That he could have done this must 

indicate that he had prior knowledge of what constituted such things as a dead 

body, a cigar-band, etc. Such things were already concepts for Holmes before 

he arrived on the murder scene. 

 Experiences are related in some important sense to concepts and, in 

particular, to knowledge states as they usually occur within the context of 

knowledge claims (one often identifies an experience of something by 

identifying an object of purported knowledge or belief). But then again, when 

we experience something for the first time it is not obvious that full knowledge 

                                                 
8 J.A. Fodor, óObservation Reconsidered,ô Philosophy of Science, 51 (1984): p. 23. 
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is involved, though of course we bring to bear epistemic concepts (in the form 

of background knowledge) on new experiences to make sense of them. 

(Suppose, for instance, that Holmes recognised a stray cylindrical paper object 

that he inferred was a cigar-band on the basis of what he knew about the habits 

of the suspected perpetrator who smoked cigars.) In any event, whether a first 

time experience for Holmes or not, it seems true to say that he would have had 

to identify some known object or other on the basis of prior concepts, so it does 

seem as if experiences are saturated by background information in some sense. 

 There is a traditional view of perceptual content which takes this ósaturationô 

thesis very seriously. On this view, it is necessarily true that Holmes must have 

brought to bear some fairly sophisticated background knowledge to have the 

experience he did: He must have known that the object in question was made of 

paper, he knew a suspect that smoked cigars, he had the concept of a cigar, a 

dead body, a murder, and so on. To have the full experience he did, he would 

have even had to have made an inferential link between the cigar-band and the 

suspected perpetrator of the crime. On this view, we might even say that he 

needed a theory that linked the cigar-band to the suspect. So, even though a 

ófirst timeô experience for Holmes, it was not an experience without the very 

substantial influence of background knowledge, concepts and theories. On this 

view, Holmes could not have had the experience he did have without carrying 

out this explicit or implicit reasoning. These sophisticated background 

influences shall be called the óhigh-levelô influences on experiences. On the 

view being examined, high-level epistemic information penetrates through 

experiential content, and experiences can be characterised in terms of inference 

from such background information.  

 It is clear that the high-level influences of background knowledge and 

concepts are linked to an adequate understanding of experiences. That there is 

more to perception than meets the eye is rather old news. But what constitutes 

óhigh-levelô influences, and what kinds of experiences are in question here?  

 In Immanuel Kantôs opinion, experiences are only possible if concepts like 

permanence, identity, relation, space and time are in place, so epistemic 

categories are crucial to experiences on his account. Kant assumed that the 

imposition of high-level influences was a necessary condition of having 

experiences, and he took this claim to its extremes. On one reading of Kant, 

even an implicit knowledge of Euclidean geometry was a priori relevant to 

experiential content. On this account, the nature of high-level influences were 

very sophisticated, and applied to all cases of experiences; intuitions without 

sophisticated concepts, according to Kant, are blind. Taking these two doctrines 

together - the óbackground knowledgeô story and the Kantian approach - the 

traditional view to be examined holds that sophisticated high-level concepts, 

theories, background knowledge as well as an implicit imposition of spatiality, 

temporality and relation, are necessary features of experiential content. Just as 

Kant argued space, time, permanence, identity and relation made experiences 
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possible so too do concepts, theories and inference from background 

knowledge.  

 Yet it is clear that not all experiences are like the ones Kant discusses. 

Specifically, it is not clear that for experiences to have content, they must be 

informed by sophisticated high-level influences. A simple example brings out 

this point. If a dog entered the same room at the same time as Sherlock Holmes 

and experienced the same visual scene, it is unlikely that it could have ópicked 

outô the same perceptual information. The dog might have brought to bear some 

background information to his experience, yet it is clear that it would not have 

been very complex information: certainly not Euclidean geometry, and perhaps 

not even concepts like ócigar-bandô or ómurderous eventô. The experience of the 

dog would have been very unlike the experience of Sherlock Holmes in some 

sense. If it involved high-level features at all, then they could not be of the kind 

that Sherlock Holmes brought to bear on his experience, for, compared to 

Holmes, the dog is a conceptually unsophisticated creature. 

 In fact, dogs, cats and other animals (and very young babies for that matter) 

canôt be said to possess conceptual knowledge in the sense that Holmes does - 

or, if they do, they are very primitive concepts (i.e., not óhigh-levelô ones). Yet, 

these creatures clearly have experiences of the world in some sense, even if they 

are simply aware of certain aspects of their environment: colours, shapes and so 

on. Perhaps it is true to say that animals and infants bring some high-level 

factors to bear on experiences - such as spatiality, temporality and relation - but 

not much more. (The dog might have perceived the cigar-band near Jonesôs 

body, even if it had none of the appropriate concepts to identify those objects.) 

Indeed, the main influence on animal experiences might not be just óhigh-levelô 

factors, but instead, purely visual or optical features of the observational 

situation, such as properties of colour, light and hue - along with some 

high-level features, such as spatiality, temporality and so forth. We can say then 

that some experiential content arises as an awareness through action on the 

senses as well as through the influence of background knowledge, concepts and 

theories. 

 The above case seems genuinely different from the Sherlock Holmes 

example but does it raise a problem for the general account under 

consideration?  

 One thing is clear: the view mentioned does seem too blunt to allow for such 

distinctions. It tends to lump all experiential content as being influenced by 

such high-level factors ne plus ultra. However, the case of unsophisticated 

animal and infant experiences does not seem to fit with such a story. In such 

cases, there is a clear sense in which experiential content depends on features of 

the observational situation rather than the various features of high-level 

inference.  

 This book claims that there is a confusion as to the degree to which high-level 

influences are brought to bear on experiences. Instead of holding that all 
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experiences can be understood only in terms of high-level features, it is argued 

that there might be degrees to which such considerations influence content. The 

first aim is to describe a view which emphasises only high-level features and 

then compare it to another kind of view which emphasises only observational 

features. The second aim is to contrast it with the alternative account developed 

in this book. In the process, several different accounts of experiential content 

which mostly emphasise only high-level features will be examined and 

criticised.  

Belief fixation and the inferentialist proposal 
There is more to seeing than meets the eyeball.9 

Experiences are importantly connected to the notion of a belief. Experiences 

tend to fix beliefs of various kinds. (Seeing the cigar-band or a red spot often 

seems tantamount to believing that there is a cigar-band or a red spot that one 

sees.) There is, on some views of perceptual content, even the temptation to 

define experiences in terms of high-level belief acquisition.10  

 The view I have been discussing here could likewise be put in terms of how 

experiences fix beliefs. Some questions to be asked here are: are beliefs about 

things (say, some object being a cigar-band) fixed via inference from concepts 

and knowledge previously held, even guided by them; or, as in the case of 

Kantôs categories, made possible by them? Or are beliefs fixed mainly by 

observation? 

 There are clear reasons for adopting the first view in preference to the second. 

The belief-by-knowledge case will clearly support the puzzling case of how 

experiences can originate at all given that they are always underdetermined by 

sensory arrays - where any number of observations can be compatible with a 

wide variety of perceptual causes. In this case, background knowledge is 

essential for sorting the many possible observations from the relevant ones. So, 

Sherlock Holmes can infer the criminal from the stray cigar-band and from 

knowledge he has about his suspects. By background knowledge, idle 

observations come to be fixed into beliefs about the criminal from a lot of 

peripheral information.11 This is one good reason why high-level influences are 

relevant to the fixation of beliefs and why experiences must, at least partly, 

originate with prior knowledge. If Holmes brought no background knowledge 

to the murder scene, (not even some general knowledge about objects and 

relationships between them) it is doubtful whether he could have experienced 

anything at all. If one continues with this line of argument, one ends up with the 

óhigh-levelô account of experiential content I have been presenting. 

 There are simple reasons why this is a plausible attitude. For supposing that 

                                                 
9 N. R. Hanson, Patterns of Discovery, p. 4. 
10 D. M. Armstrong has one such view. It will be presented in Chapter 4. 
11 I owe this example to Fodor, op. cit., pp. 31-32. 
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experiences originate with observations and there is nothing theoretical or 

conceptual involved in seeing an object, makes it hard to see how we can fix our 

beliefs about an experience in this manner. It seems we canôt do this at all, for it 

is unclear, for a start, how we can say that we are acquainted with any sort of 

object, if we rule out the influence of high-level considerations altogether. H. I. 

Brown has spelt out this point clearly:  

 
Consider a relatively common, everyday instance of perception such as my 

seeing my typewriter. Now, in order to see that this object is a typewriter it is 

not sufficient that I just look at it; it is necessary that I already know what a 

typewriter is. Simply glancing at objects with normal eyesight will 

undoubtedly stimulate my retina, initiate complex electro-chemical processes 

in my brain and nervous system, and perhaps even result in some conscious 

experience, but it will not supply me with meaningful information about the 

world around me. In order to derive information from perception it is 

necessary that I be able to identify the objects that I encounter, and in order to 

identify them it is necessary that I already have available a relevant body of 

information.12 

 

óRelevant body of informationô and ómeaningful informationô surely means 

certain sophisticated concepts (in this case ótypewriterô). Only if one is already 

possessed of such high-level background information of the sort of thing a 

typewriter is, can one say that a certain thing in oneôs visual field is a 

typewriter. But the need for sophisticated recognitional abilities in the process 

of belief fixation goes even further than this. For, the act of recognising the 

typewriter as an object distinct from its surroundings, itself presupposes 

high-level abilities. One surely needs to be able to recognise a certain object, 

but - even more fundamentally - one first needs to distinguish one thing from 

another in oneôs visual field. Basic conceptual information such as óobjectô thus 

needs to be already a part of oneôs conceptual repertoire before one can even get 

going. It is probable that because we are so familiar with such objects as 

typewriters that we fail to acknowledge that seeing a typewriter is not a brute 

fact of observation; rather, it is an experience which involves high-level 

influences. For one thing, a typewriter is represented in a certain way as a 

certain object; for another thing, it is conceptualised and linked with a good 

deal of background theory. As shall be pointed out later, because one usually 

labels the content of an experience with a word or phrase, there is even a case 

for saying that in every experiential act a perceived object or event has a certain 

tokened, expressible form in a mental language. óHigh-levelô influences are 

clearly important features of everyday experiences if any or all of the above 

claims are true. Even ordinary experiences, it seems, involve very sophisticated 

forms of reasoning. 

 To neglect such influences, moreover, is to neglect Kantôs important insight 

                                                 
12 H. I. Brown, Perception, Theory and Commitment, pp. 81-2. 
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that concepts beget categorisation, and a categorisation scheme, in his view, is 

necessary to spot anything at all. And, at the very least, we need to ódistinguish 

delivery trucks from fire trucks and paper towels from napkins.ô13 So there is 

more to experiencing anything than simply opening oneôs eyes; experience also 

involves what will later be called (in deference to Kant) theoretical, 

representational and linguistic-propositional judgments. These terms shall be 

defined later. 

 Kantôs idea that a conceptual base was fundamental to having experiences, it 

seems, leads naturally to the idea that making distinctions in experiences is not 

possible without a background of high-level influences. Such influences are 

also fairly sophisticated features. They include not just concepts, but also 

background knowledge and theories and possibly even language. Moreover, 

they seem to occur together: saying that an experience captures certain features 

which can be described in some way, say, as a ótypewriterô, already assumes 

that the rest of the high-level features are in motion, filtering, organising and 

labelling the experience. (One cannot describe an experience unless one sees an 

object corresponding to the description; one knows what a typewriter is; one 

represents a certain object gestalt, and so on.) It seems once some high-level 

features are seen to be involved, the rest follow naturally. Moreover, the 

high-level features seem to be not just central to experiences but necessary for 

them.  

 Could we learn these sorts of distinctions between objects without such 

features? Hardly. It is not clear how, without the various features of high-level 

inference, we could make the fundamental divisions first. This seems, 

moreover, to be as much a case for ordinary run-of-the-mill kinds of experience 

involving concepts as cases in the laboratory involving scientific theories. 

Perhaps even more so in the latter case. For just as one cannot identify things 

like óscientistô, ólaboratoryô or óexperimentô unless one possesses the 

appropriate background concepts, so one cannot see what is going on when a 

scientist conducts an experiment unless one is familiar with their specialist 

knowledge. That is, even if we can get over the first problem and observe that 

something is going on, we canôt see what the scientist is doing unless we 

understand the theories behind the practice. One canôt, for instance, make the 

jump from (i) measuring the oscillations of a piece of iron with a mirror to (ii) 

measuring the electrical resistance of a coil unless one knows a bit about 

electrical theory.14  On this view, high-level influences are bound up as 

necessary conditions for observational experience in rather the same way that a 

problem is necessary for a solution. Sellars isolates something like this kind of 

                                                 
13 Ibid., p. 82. 
14 Hence Hansonôs remarks: óThe visitor [to the laboratory] must learn some physics before he 

sees what the physicist sees.ô op. cit., p. 17. Learning some physics, of course, amounts to 

learning concepts and terms in the appropriate technical language.  



 

 

 22 

response to the issue when he says: 

 
[I]f the ability to recognize that x looks green presupposes the concept of 

being green, and if this in turn involves knowing in what circumstances to 

view an object to ascertain its colour, then, since one can scarcely determine 

what the circumstances are without noticing that certain objects have certain 

perceptible characteristics - including colours - it would seem that one could 

not form the concept being green, and, by parity of reasoning, of the other 

colours, unless he already had them.15 

 

Of course, óknowing what circumstances in which to view an object to ascertain 

its colourô presupposes that (a) one represents an object, (b) one knows what it 

is, i.e., that it is conceptualised in some way, (c) the object is linked with large- 

scale epistemic connections, (for instance, that medium-sized objects are 

generally coloured), and (d) the object can be described as a (coloured) thing 

and named accordingly. So the influence of various high-level features are 

tacitly assumed even in this simple example.  

 The central point is that, on the story being outlined, we need some sort of 

high-level conceptual ability to make anything out of our sensations at all. To 

experience anything like a typewriter or green or the electrical resistance of a 

coil, one needs to bring to bear fairly sophisticated background knowledge, 

concepts and theories. And, to apply such information assumes that experiences 

are already invested with high-level content.  

 There is a point of emphasis to be noted here. The kind of view presented so 

far holds that all the various features of high-level inference are necessary for 

experiential content. Kantôs view is an extreme version of this position with the 

imposition of the entire range of sophisticated a priori categories of cognition. 

However, even simple examples such as experiencing a coloured object or a 

typewriter seem to involve all the high-level features mentioned as well. 

 There is a second point of emphasis to be noted here. It is one thing to say that 

experiences mostly originate with such high-level influences; it is another to 

say that they must originate with them. Again: the more radical idea being 

considered claims that sophisticated background knowledge, concepts and 

theories are necessary conditions for having experiences. On this view, there is 

no sense in which we can have experiences unless we can conceptually filter out 

some things, and this depends on inference from background knowledge and 

high-level concepts and theories. As mentioned, Kant had something like this 

kind of story to tell with his famous categories of the understanding: 

experiences are only possible if one can identify relationships, causality and so 

on. óAppearancesô are underdetermined by the ómanifold of intuitionô but the 

                                                 
15 W. Sellars, óEmpiricism and the Philosophy of Mind,ô in Science, Perception and Reality, p. 

147. 



 

 

 23 

ócategoriesô of cognition somehow sort all this out.16 A similar view has 

recently been expressed in terms of the ótheory ladenness of observationô thesis 

in the philosophy of science. It is probably time now to put a label on this view. 

I shall call this radical form of the belief-by-knowledge case - where inference 

from sophisticated high-level knowledge is necessary for the having of 

experiences - the inferentialist proposal.  

 There is a third point of emphasis to be noted here which sharpens the issue 

even further. In the hands of Kant, the inferentialist proposal says that 

high-level features are necessary for experiential content. However, in the 

hands of some contemporary theorists, the inferentialist proposal amounts to an 

even stronger thesis: namely, that high-level features are both necessary and 

sufficient for experiential content. Unlike Kantôs view, where a sensory 

manifold and high-level input was required for experience (but where the 

high-level categories were necessary for the organisation of the manifold), 

some recent theorists claim that there is no need to speak of a sensory manifold 

at all - for them, the only thing of importance for experiential content is 

high-level input: theories, concepts and background knowledge. The 

differences in emphasis here shall be addressed later. It should be noted here 

that both views, strictly speaking, are examples of what has been called the 

inferentialist proposal. Both are radical doctrines - one only sightly more 

radical than the other - and both have been endemic in recent philosophical 

thought. Moreover, both of them hold that all the high-level features are crucial 

for experiential content.  

 I have set up this position - the inferentialist proposal - because I want to 

reject it in place of a better account of experiential content. We have already 

seen one problem with this view. If what has already been said is true, then 

there is a serious confusion in the terms of the inferentialist proposal. A dog 

might bring to bear some high-level factors, like spatiality, temporality and 

identity, yet not possess concepts such as ócigar-bandô, ódead bodyô and 

ómurderous eventô - let alone a theory which connects them. So it seems not all 

high-level influences fix appropriate experiential beliefs. Moreover, some 

experiences do not seem to require the various high-level features by necessity: 

Animal and infant experiences simply do not seem to contain some of the 

high-level features stipulated by the inferentialist proposal. The way 

unsophisticated animals and infants experience things is not like the way clever 

private investigators like Holmes experience things. Yet, for reasons mentioned 

earlier, it seems plausible to say that for most experiences, some kind of 

recognitional ability is required: experiences must be organised in some sense 

and not conceptually empty. There is a sense in which even a dog must bring 

some kind of high-level organisational schema to his experiences, even if not a 

                                                 
16 I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, passim. At least this is the orthodox view of Kantôs work. A 

rather different account shall be presented in Chapter 6. 
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sophisticated one. How can these claims be reconciled?  

An alternative view: the observational account 

Clearly there must be more to the story of how experiences originate than the 

inferentialist proposal allows. The view just described seems to be deficient in 

some respects. Beliefs seem to be fixed not just by the imposition of high-level 

background concepts etc., but by mere observation in the case of animals and 

infants, and there are very good reasons for our beliefs to be fixed in this 

manner as well. As Fodor has noted: 

 
For one thing, observationally fixed beliefs tend, by and large, to be more 

reliable than inferentially fixed beliefs. This is primarily because the 

etiological route from the fact that P to the belief that P is metaphorically - 

and maybe literally - shorter in observation than in inference: less is likely to 

go wrong because thereôs less that can go wrong ... our rational confidence in 

our knowledge claims depends very largely on their ability to survive 

observational assessment. 

Second, the observational fixation of beliefs plays a special role in the 

adjudication and resolution of clashes of opinion. When observation is not 

appealed to, attempts to settle disputes often take the form of a search for 

premises that disputants share. ... [and] [s]ince observation is not a process in 

which new beliefs are inferred from old ones, the use of observation to 

resolve disputes does not depend on a prior consensus as to what premises 

may be assumed. The moral, children, is approximately Baconian. Donôt 

think; look. Try not to argue.17 

The sort of óobservationally fixed beliefsô that Fodor refers to are expressed in 

predicates like óis redô or óoccupies more of the visual field.ô That these sorts of 

low-level experiences are not inferred from previous beliefs but ódirectlyô 

somehow seem óhomely truthsô18 but the idea that seeing must come from 

knowing has been traditionally sufficient to dampen enthusiasm for any 

observationally-based alternative to how experiences originate at all. The view 

which holds that only the observational situation is relevant to how experiences 

originate will arise in a different context in later pages. To contrast it with the 

inferentialist proposal, I shall call it the observational account.  

 There are essentially two elements to Fodorôs remark in support of some kind 

of observational account:  

 Firstly, there is the implicit suggestion that evolutionary considerations may 

be important in the fixation of certain beliefs. Some perceptions have to be 

quick and reliable. Such, presumably, would be the case for low-level 

experiences like óredô and óoccupies more of the visual field.ô (In these cases, 

the identification of features of complicated things like objects may not 

necessarily be involved.) Cases in point would perhaps be the kinds of 

                                                 
17 Fodor, op. cit., p. 24. 
18 Loc. cit.  
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experiences that simple animals and conceptually unsophisticated infants have, 

which donôt seem to be accounted for on the terms of the inferentialist proposal; 

here high-level influences are simply not needed.  

 Secondly, there is the point that the inferentialist proposal may lead to an 

overly conservative view of theoretical progress. On both points, 

non-inferential ólooksô (as opposed to high-level inference) should not depend 

in any necessary way on background knowledge and theories. For one thing, 

this is because some basis must be available for sorting out how and where 

beliefs and theories differ, and for another thing, because evolution requires that 

some experiential beliefs simply do not need or require the input of high-level 

inferential mechanisms. Belief fixation, it is suggested, might go on at both 

levels. Despite the good sense of such considerations, however, the 

inferentialist proposal, not the observational account, has traditionally loomed 

large in discussions about experience and content. 

 Observationally-fixed beliefs clearly have some value where animal and 

infant experiences are concerned because they seem to capture aspects of 

experiential content in a way which the inferentialist proposal cannot do. 

However, can experiential content be understood without the significant 

imposition of high-level influences at all? And, what does a commitment to the 

observational view mean for an account of experience and content?  

 A brief digression: What has been called óthe observational account,ô of 

course, has a familiar history. Particularly, the doctrine has its roots in the views 

of the empiricists and the logical positivists. The former held an 

epistemological thesis, that knowledge was derived from sense-data or 

óimpressionsô which were direct and unmediated; the latter held a 

methodological thesis in the philosophy of science - that there was a 

fundamental distinction between observational evidence and theories and that 

science was built up from a non-theoretical, empirical foundation. Brute 

features of observation - colours, shapes, and so on - were supposed to be a 

means of providing inductive support and verification for theoretical 

propositions, and, in at least one view, the propositions had to ómirrorô these 

features of observation not only if they were to claim any support at all, but also 

if they were to be in any way meaningful.  

 Observational facts, on such views, were highly specific: the observational 

fact that óthere is red at a certain place and timeô could be expressed in a single 

specific predicate, and the whole of scientific theorising had ultimately to be 

pinned on such ófactualô foundations. To a similar degree, sense-data theorists 

(equally taken with brute, unmediated observations, though less interested in 

providing foundations for factual and meaningful, scientific propositions), used 

the idea to substantiate the belief that empirical support could give a basis for 

knowledge through sensation. Observations, after all, involved sensations, and 

if anything seemed non-theoretical, unmediated, non-inferential and direct, 

then sensation was surely a serious candidate.  
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 Sensation, of course, was mostly taken to mean sense-data here. History has 

interpreted the observational account as expressing the view that experiential 

content is fixed by sense-data. On this version, there were qualities of óredô 

perceived which were not wave-lengths or actual red objects, just as the sense 

datum of a bent stick in water was not the actual stick. A sense-datum was 

something directly perceived óin betweenô the object and physical impression 

on the sense organs. It was a particular; a quasi-object of appearance. This was 

an odd notion, but it at least avoided the matter of inference in determining the 

content of perceptual structure.19 There were, however, several severe problems 

with this kind of observational account. 

 Wilfred Sellars, for one, roundly rejected the observational approach of the 

sense-data theory for good reason. He declared that the sense-data theorists 

confused the idea of non-inferential particulars being sensed with inferential 

knowledge, giving the impression that sensing sense-data made 

óepistemological knowledge rest on a ófoundationô of non-inferential matters of 

fact.ô20 This, however, was a ómongrelô view, and could not be sustained. A 

óparticularô was not, by definition, inferential and could not be an item of 

knowledge; and knowledge of a ófactô involved inference - the sense-data 

theorist wanted to have a bit both ways. Sellars also pointed out, somewhat 

more contentiously, that saying something looked red amounted to saying that 

something was red, specifically: óknowing in what circumstances to place an 

object if one wishes to ascertain its colour by looking at it.ô21 This, in his view, 

amounted to already having óa whole battery of conceptsô22 about such an 

object such that the looks relation made sense. He further claimed that any looks 

relation could be captured in terms of propositional content of a sentence which 

was true or false. Sellarsôs view was that óseeing,ô to some important extent, 

presupposes óknowing.ô So, Sellars attacked the sense-data view on the 

sophisticated óhigh-levelô terms of the inferentialist proposal. Sellars advances 

a complicated argument to this conclusion, which shall be dealt with in Chapter 

10. Suffice to say for now that such criticisms slowly strangled the notion of 

sense-data historically, though the notion of observationality - that experience 

was in some important sense concept-free and ógivenô remained. 

 There is an exegetical point to make here. It is clear that though it may have 

influenced the tradition of the observational account, the sense-data theory does 

not fully characterise it. This is a reason for distinguishing these doctrines by 

                                                 
19 Hence, Harmanôs summary of the innovation here: óMany philosophers ... [say that such] 

data are about how things look, sound, taste, smell, feel and so on .... [they] go on to say that in 

ordinary cases of (visual) perception one does not infer that something is there, one simply sees 

that it is there ... there is no conscious reasoning in ordinary perception.ô G. Harman, 

óEpistemologyô, in E. C. Carterette and M. P. Friedman, Handbook of Perception, p. 53. 
20 Sellars, op. cit., p. 128.  
21 Ibid., p. 146. 
22 Ibid., p. 148. 
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name. One can legitimately hold the view that some aspects of experiences are 

observationally fixed in some sense without holding that all observations have 

to be characterised by sense-data. The claims are, at least, logically separable. 

In the chapter on Sellarsôs inferentialist critique of the sense-data view much 

shall be made of this point. Let it be said for the time being that though 

positivism and the sense-data theory were historical antecedents of the 

observational account, there may be ways of keeping the idea that experiences 

are observationally fixed in some sense without simultaneously being 

committed to either view.  

 The observational account has been also closely allied thematically with 

foundationalism, though it need not have been. The reason for this association 

was mainly the stress that logical positivism and, particularly, the sense-data 

theory gave to the idea that knowledge was inevitably grounded on information 

derived from the senses. Sellarsôs attack was directed at this consequence of the 

observational account. 

 Another important point to be made here is that just as the observational 

account need not be taken together with the sense-data theory, likewise it need 

not logically embrace foundationalism. To say that experience is direct and not 

dependent in any necessary and sufficient way on the features of óhigh-levelô 

inference, is not to say that the senses provide the foundation of knowledge. It is 

entirely conceivable to claim that there is a sense in which experiential content 

is observationally fixed, without saying that knowledge is so fixed. Later 

discussion will bring out the importance of this point. Later discussion will also 

require a distinction to be made between different levels of knowledge 

corresponding to different levels of informational content. 

 The idea that experience is observational and not dependent on the various 

features of high-level inference can be seen to have a basis in these sorts of 

positivist and empiricist supports. And, Sellarsôs rejection of sense-data 

theories notwithstanding, the idea fits somewhat with intuitions too: for there 

doesnôt seem to be anything sophisticated involved in oneôs seeing that an 

object looks red or looks longer than another. It wasnôt obvious then, and it is 

still not obvious now. As mentioned previously, it seems even less obvious 

when unsophisticated animal and infant experiences are considered, because it 

seems hard to say that animals make conscious inferences from high-level 

background beliefs, concepts and theories etc., in the sense required. High-level 

features just do not seem to capture the kinds of contentful experiences had by 

such creatures. Rather, it seemed intuitive to refer to low-level animal and 

infant experiences as simply sensational experiences. Whether the 

observational account is true or not, Fodorôs remarks about the value of 

observationally-fixed beliefs seemed to capture an important insight.  

 However, the terms of the inferentialist proposal push our intuitions in the 

opposite direction. For it is hard, on reflection, to see how observations or 

sensations could provide a basis for how experiences originate unless they 
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involved inference from high-level features such as concepts and background 

knowledge. Sellars, and others, had an important point as well. The now 

orthodox view that experience needs high-level inference has been expressed in 

somewhat defiant terms: 

 
Knowledge of the world is based on inference. If there is knowledge of the 

world in perception, then there is inference in perception. If one is not 

conscious of the inference, then there is unconscious inference. If it would 

have to have been instantaneous, then inference takes no time. If one was not 

aware of the premises, then one can make inferences without being aware of 

the premises of those inferences.23 

 

Of course, such a claim does not stipulate that all the previously mentioned 

high-level features are necessary for perception. However, as shown earlier, 

once some of the high-level features are embraced the rest follow naturally. The 

point for now is that the issue of the nature of experiential content seems to 

come down to a choice: either adopt the observational account with its 

unfortunate historical stress on positivism, the sense-data theory and 

foundationalism, or adopt the inferentialist proposal with its historically heavy 

stress on the importance of high-level influences as necessary and sufficient 

conditions of experiential content.  

 Which story is true: the observational account or the inferentialist proposal? 

Given that there are good prima facie reasons for adopting an observational 

account, and given that there are cases which do not seem to fit the inferentialist 

analysis, it seems natural to adopt an observational account of experiential 

content. Yet there did seem to be good reasons for keeping the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal as well. If - on the observational account - no high-level 

influences are needed, it is hard to see how Sherlock Holmes could have 

experienced anything meaningful at all. However, perhaps we donôt need to 

make a choice: perhaps neither view is true and something else entirely is the 

best means of explaining experiential content. Perhaps it is best to try and have 

our cake and eat it too on this issue. It shall later be argued that there are more 

plausible reasons for adopting a third kind of view which combines the insights 

of both accounts.  

 It will be suggested later that there may be high-level and low-level aspects to 

experiential content, and that full-blooded knowledge and mechanisms of 

high-level inference etc., arise at only one level. Experience might be best 

understood in terms of an amalgamof several levels of observationally-fixed 

and inferentially-fixed content. In the passage above, Fodor seems to argue for 

experiential belief fixation going on at both levels. My question here is: why 

canôt this be true of experiential content generally? Why, indeed, canôt elements 

of both the inferentialist proposal and the observational account be true? 

                                                 
23 Harman, op. cit., p. 54. 
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Experience and propositional content  

We should be clear about the commitments of the inferentialist proposal at this 

point. As it turns out, there is more than a passing interest in this view: its 

commitments are many; its history is long and distinguished. It also implies 

more in the way of high-level features than has been mentioned up until now.  

 I have given the case for observationally and inferentially fixed beliefs. On 

the inferentialist proposal, inferential belief fixation involves more than just 

background knowledge. Beliefs, if not fixed by observation, must be fixed by 

various degrees of theory. Theory, in turn, presupposes propositional content 

which theories can be true of, and about which parties may claim agreement. 

Experiences, on this view, have contents which can be true or false. Thus, 

perceptual experience can be said to be inexorably propositional; or, at least, 

minimally theoretical in the required sense, where óthe required senseô amounts 

to involving semantic as well as epistemic features. Millarôs treatment of 

perception being analogous with belief states is a useful statement of this view: 
 

The relation between experience and perception is in some ways analogous to 

that between belief and knowledge ... One can believe that p without knowing 

that p and so also one can have an experience of a ø without perceiving a ø ... 

In view of these analogies, it is tempting to regard experiences as being, like 

beliefs, intentional states, that is, states which have a representational content 

specifiable by means of propositional clauses. To say that a subject has an 

experience of a ø before him is to say that it seems or appears to the subject 

that there is a ø before him.24  

 

Experiential content is certainly representational in some sense. Objects, like 

cigar-bands, are discriminated as being in certain spatial relationships to other 

objects; being a certain shape, going fast or, otherwise, being stationary. 

Experiences are ógestalt-likeô constructions of the world. But what of the 

alleged intentional or propositional features that experiences possess? 

 Experiences can be said to involve intentional states because one can undergo 

experiential states in the absence of the thing in question. Thus, according to 

some theorists, just as it makes sense to say that one can happen to believe that 

Beijing is in China while lacking all information about China, so it makes sense 

to say that one can seem to experience a ø while being absent from a ø. This 

situation would arise, for instance, in circumstances of perceptual mistakes or 

hallucinations; one can be convinced that one is experiencing a ø (it might seem 

to the subject that there is a ø before him) even if such a thing was not actually 

in oneôs field of view. Nevertheless, there still might be some sense in which 

oneôs experiential state in this case can be true or false even if one was not 

experiencing the thing in question. It is this sort of argument that provides 

reason for thinking that experiential content, like the content of beliefs, is 

                                                 
24 A. Millar, óWhatôs in a Look?,ô pp. 83-4. 
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actually propositional in some sense.  

 There is even a reason for saying that experiences might necessarily involve 

such propositional features, just as they are said to necessarily involve 

background knowledge and concepts. The reason is that just as several people 

might believe the same thing, they might also undergo an experience of the 

same logical type. So there must always be some common feature of beliefs 

(and experiences) by virtue of which a particular belief (and experience) could 

be commonly true or false. The intentional features of the belief (experience) 

must therefore ópointô to some recognisable or distinguishable state. David 

Armstrong has expressed this argument in the following way: 

 
Suppose, for instance, that nine men believe that the earth is flat. We have 

nine different beliefs. There is Aôs belief, Bôs belief, Côs belief ... there are 

nine numerically different states .... In the case of the nine men, what is 

thought is the same thing in each case: that the earth is flat. It is just such a 

case that philosophers, at any rate, describe by saying that what the nine men 

think or entertain is the same proposition.25 

 

Admittedly, Armstrong does not refer to experiential content here, but, for 

reasons mentioned earlier, if the argument goes through for the content of 

beliefs, it will go through for the content of experiences. On this argument, and 

on the inferentialist proposal, to be capable of a common response, experiences 

must be characterised by having some kind of intrinsic propositional content, 

just like that of the content of commonly held beliefs. Armstrong is actually one 

of those who thinks that the intentional content of experiences can be equated 

and defined in terms of beliefs. As he puts it: óthe intentionality of perception 

reduces to the intentionality of the beliefs acquired.ô26 So, on this view, to 

experience p is just to have a high-level belief about p. On Armstrongôs version 

of the inferentialist proposal, high-level beliefs are both necessary and 

sufficient to capture experiential content. Armstrongôs views shall be discussed 

later. The point made here is simply that if experiential states are said to be like 

belief states, then there is reason to think that they are, likewise, propositional. 

 Propositional contents are, of course, usually understood in terms of a 

language.27 For something to seem ø is for it to be represented in ø terms - as a 

clause that such-and-such seems ø. That experiences can have tokenings in a 

language makes it possible for experiences to be true or false when a subject is 

not, in fact, perceiving the thing in question. So even if Holmes was under the 

influence of some potent hallucinogenic drug, he still might have had the 

                                                 
25 D. M. Armstrong, Belief, Truth and Knowledge, pp. 38-9. 
26 D. M. Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of the Mind, p. 211. 
27 As Armstrong notes: óThe etymology of ópropositionô suggests that it is fundamentally a 

linguistic notion. It is something proposed, something put forward, and so something asserted.ô 

(1973) op. cit., p. 42.  
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experience of a cigar-band near Jonesôs body, because things might have been 

represented in some propositional way which he could express with language. 

One might say, in response to this kind of argument, of course, that there is a 

confusion between experience and language here; indeed, this is what shall be 

argued later on. It shall be argued that there is a confusion in the application of 

sophisticated óhigh-levelô features to experiential content generally. Objections 

aside for now, the point of this kind of move on the inferentialist view is simply 

to preserve the idea that if experience is propositional in some sense, it is also 

closely allied with the notion of a language.  

 There is, then, implicitly more to the inferentialist proposal than simply 

high-level knowledge and inference from high-level beliefs, concepts, theory, 

etc. As well as involving such things, experience requires representational 

features and this involves notions like propositions which can be expressed in 

the predicates of a language. So we might say that all experiences require 

elements of a language: an experience of a ø necessitates the concept of a ø, 

attendant background beliefs about ø and so on, as well as clauses in a language 

which represent ø when it seems to the subject that ø is the case. This is clearly 

a complicated addition to the inferentialist proposal but, on the above view, it is 

a necessary addition if it is to capture the similarities in the relations between 

experience and knowledge. For, on this view, experiential states, like 

knowledge states, clearly represent some expressible state of affairs the content 

of which is invariably fixed into sentences. The following kind of claim is 

symptomatic of this whole approach to the content of experiences, where 

high-level factors, especially the propositional content of language, are isolated 

as the bearers of experiential content: 

 
Let me ... call attention to the fact that the experience of having something 

look green to one at a certain time is, in so far as it is an experience, 

obviously very much like that of seeing something to be green, in so far as the 

latter is an experience. But the latter, of course, is not just an experience. And 

this is the heart of the matter. For to say that a certain experience is a seeing 

that something is the case, is to do more than describe the experience. It is to 

characterize it as, so to speak, making an assertion or claim, and - which is the 

point I wish to stress - to endorse that claim. As a matter of fact ... it is much 

more easy to see that the statement óJones sees that the tree is greenô ascribes 

a propositional claim to Jonesôs experience and endorses it, than to specify 

how the statement describes Jonesôs experience.28 

 

We can see now how the terms of the inferentialist proposal can gain a firm 

foothold on experiential content. If the high-level features are taken to be 

                                                 
28 W. Sellars, op. cit., p. 144. See M. Pendlebury for a contemporary defence of the experience 

as proposition view. óSense Experiences and their Contents: A Defence of the Propositional 

Account,ô pp. 215-230. For a recent reaction to this view, see: W. Bechtel and A. Abrahamsen, 

óBeyond the Exclusively Propositional Era,ô in Epistemology and Cognition. 
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necessary features of experiences (or both necessary and sufficient features), 

then there is little resistance to the move of conflating experiential content with 

things which are demonstrably unlike experiences (e.g., language). Much shall 

be made of this conflation in Chapter 3. As we shall also see later, just as Sellars 

equates experience with the propositional content of a language - the process of 

ómaking an assertion or claimô - so other theorists equate experience with 

theories and representational or epistemic states; óhigh-levelô features rather 

than low-level sensations. We have seen how Armstrong conflates experiential 

content with belief states. We shall see later how Churchland and Feyerabend 

closely align experiences with theory-ladenness. Indeed, a good number of 

recent materialist philosophers insist on claiming that the imposition of 

high-level features of one kind or another is both necessary and sufficient to 

capture contentful experiences. By ócapturingô contentful experiences, they 

mean that there is no observational or experiential residue beyond the 

imposition of high-level features.  

 In the passage just quoted, of course, it happens to be the propositional 

content of language which is seen as important to experiences, not how the 

experience is described as looking. As we shall see in Chapter 10, there is, on 

Sellarsôs view, nothing óresidualô which remains of such an experience beyond 

how the propositional content of a sentence is endorsed. The view that 

high-level features are the only features of interest in experiential content will 

be disputed in this book. 

Itemising and distinguishing the features of experiential content  

Several threads of the inferentialist proposal has been distinguished so far. On 

this view, experiential content is characterised by the possession of high-level 

factors: concepts, theories, background knowledge. Such contents can be 

characterised in other terms too: notably, by being representational states and 

language-like propositional states. On the terms of the inferentialist proposal, 

all these things are necessary features of experiential content. 

 It is worthwhile itemising them briefly, from lesser to greater degrees of 

sophistication:  

 (i) Representational content: Objects and events have a certain projected, 

gestalt-like focus. We can discriminate objects because they do not (normally) 

merge with their surroundings, they reflect light, are stable, permanent features, 

spatio-temporally located and so on. This is as much a part of experiential 

content as our knowledge or interest in it. We can localise epistemic features of 

interest because our experiences have a certain representational content. 

Moreover, a content can be representational without being recognised as an 

object of a certain informationally specifiable sort. One can, for instance, 

vaguely recognise an object in the corner of a room qua object, but not be able 

to say exactly what that object might be.  

 (ii) Background knowledge: Experience needs background knowledge on the 
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terms of the inferentialist proposal because experiences are underdetermined by 

available sensory information. To discriminate any perceptual scene one needs 

to localise features of epistemic interest, not just their representational features. 

(To Sherlock Holmes, it was the interest in evidence at the murder scene, not 

the colour of the walls or the ash in the fireplace - though these could have been 

of epistemic interest if Holmes had been inclined to note them. If Holmes did 

not bring to bear certain background knowledge to his experience, he might 

have non-selectively noted everything about the visual scene, which would 

mean that he would, in effect, have noted nothing of importance at all.)  

 (iii) Concepts: Perceived objects and events are mostly identified as things of 

certain kinds and labelled accordingly. Concepts allow experiences to be 

determined as objects of certain specifiable sorts. The cigar-band near Jonesôs 

body was identified and described (thought of) as a certain object. Concepts are 

means of applying descriptive meanings to certain features of the world. (More 

will be made of this in Chapter 2.) Because we see the world as being 

represented in a certain way, and we know what such-and-such is, we can label 

our experience as an experience of a ø. Holmes needed to bring some 

conceptual information to bear on his experience simply to (say) identify this 

represented object as being a dead body, etc. (Concepts obviously form part of 

background knowledge, though not an exclusive part. It is possible to bring to 

bear background knowledge to an experience, without being able to identify 

certain features of an experience conceptually - this is the phenomenon of 

learning new things. It is not possible, asymmetrically, to identify a thing 

conceptually and not bring background knowledge to bear on experience.) 

 (iv) Theories: Concepts and background knowledge are linked implicitly by 

theory and theories have the role of relating such items internally by means of 

inference. (The cigar-band was linked to the smoking habits of the assassin 

Holmes remembered who had been arguing with Jones prior to the murder 

scene, seen by an informant to be carrying a large ice-pick, etc.) Of course, 

theories also involve external relations - contingent laws and their implications. 

But in the sense relevant to this example, they have a distinct importance in 

making and utilising large scale epistemic connections which are useful for the 

fixation of experiential content. 

 (v) Intentional/Propositional content: Experiences are states of the mind in 

some sense and can be undergone in the absence of the thing experienced. 

According to some theorists, this intentional quality is propositional, and since 

propositions are often associated with language, experiential states are 

language-like in some sense. This implicit feature of the inferentialist proposal 

was outlined in the previous section. A more detailed and refined taxonomy of 

all these features will be outlined in the next chapter. 

 There are other features which influence experiential content which have not 

yet been mentioned but which deserve brief comment here. A main feature is 

what Sibley refers to as focus of attention. This is to be distinguished on his 
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view from the physical condition when the eye muscles are in a certain state of 

optical focus on a certain object. As he notes, it is possible to experience 

something differently when what is optically out of focus is then experienced 

by attending to that thing. It is also possible to be optically focussed on 

something and not attend (and hence not óseeô) it at all. This gives reason to 

think that, over and above the high-level influences on experiential content 

mentioned and the physical fact that one is focussed on and looking at an object, 

there is also the fact of attentiveness which can substantially affect how things 

are seen: 

 
Direction and focus [in perception] normally shift with shifts of attention; if 

attention is taken by something near and to one side while one is focusing on 

something distant and ahead, the eyes are likely to turn to the new object of 

attention and refocus on it. But with effort, we can, to some extent prevent 

this coordination of direction and/or focus with attention. We can deliberately 

attend to objects towards the periphery of our vision (and to how they look, 

blurry, of uniform colour, etc.) without turning our eyes; or, while focusing 

on the distant trees through the window, attend, without refocussing, to the 

(blurry) appearance of a scratch on the window pane. ... If we are physically 

focused on the trees a hundred feet off, we will ordinarily not notice scratches 

on the window through which we are looking, even though they are certainly 

visible to us at that focus. ... there are [also] cases where attention, even to 

whatever is in perfect optical focus, ... diminishes or is entirely absent. While 

listening intently, concentrating on a problem, or daydreaming, our attention 

may be partly or wholly engaged elsewhere, or engaged nowhere.29  

 

Such cases are an important consideration for any account of experiential 

content. Something can look different (e.g., scratches on a window) depending 

on whether we are attending to it or not. But, as shall be argued much later, they 

do not support an inferentialist story, but rather, something far more subtle.  

 I have been trying to paint a certain picture of experiential content - the view 

of the inferentialist proposal. From what has been said so far, experience can be 

characterised in terms of the strictly high-level features discussed. Such 

features are linked to experiences as necessary and sufficient conditions, and it 

is not possible to speak of experiential content without implicitly employing 

features such as the above. As we have seen, óhigh-levelô features can include 

background knowledge, concepts and theories, representational and 

propositional states, and even the notion of a language.  

 Of course, the various high-level elements of the inferentialist proposal can 

be distinguished and separated. It is plausible, for instance, that while inference 

from background knowledge may be necessary for an experience, there need 

not be a propositional content in any sense requiring clauses in a language. 

There might be such features in some circumstances, but equally, there need not 

                                                 
29 F. N. Sibley, Perception: A Philosophical Symposium, pp. 93-95. 
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be. A dog, for instance, clearly perceives things in terms of their spatial 

location, though one would be hard-pressed to say that a dogôs experience 

involves language-like propositional features. In the sense in which 

ópropositionô was used in Sellarsôs claim previously, the word seems closely 

allied with the endorsement of statements, but obviously, animals like dogs do 

not use or endorse statements or claims, so it hardly seems as if propositional 

content in this sense can apply to their experiences. We shall see another sense 

in which ópropositionô may be used in this context below. For now, it is 

suggested that the óhigh-levelô propositional feature, at worst, does not apply to 

some experiences at all; at best, the notion stands in serious need of 

clarification. However, just as some experiences have propositional content and 

others do not, so some experiences are not informational experiences in the 

same way as Sherlock Holmesôs experience of the cigar-band. Despite this, 

such experiences are still inferential in some important sense. Again, this 

objection can be levelled at the inferentialist treatment of animal experiences. 

Dogs, for example, clearly learn things about spatial location - they carry out 

avoidance behaviour; they bury objects and retrieve them. So there must be 

some kind of inference from background knowledge going on, even if - in the 

case of the dogôs experience - there may not be judgement-like intentional 

features such that it seems to him that ø, in the same sense in which Holmes 

experienced that there was a cigar-band next to Jonesôs body. (If this example is 

unclear, consider the experience of an even less sophisticated animal such as a 

bee or a dragon-fly.) Such animals might experience the cigar-band in the sense 

of representing them as objects, but not represent them as anything 

informational.30 The point is: there is a sense in which not all high-level 

features go together. For one thing, inference can be separated from 

informational content, and propositional content as it is expressed in terms of a 

language may, it seems, be involved in some cases, though not necessarily in 

other cases.  

 Some features of human experiences can also be separated like this too: an 

experience that something is óto the left ofô something else, for instance, 

scarcely requires a language-like propositional content, yet it is clearly 

representational in some sense. Even in the case quoted above, some aspects of 

a tree being experienced may not be captured propositionally - say, for instance, 

the tree seeming to be a certain distance from another object in oneôs visual 

field, or the tree occupying more of the visual field than another object. In this 

case, the experience has a certain representational content, yet there seems to be 

more to the experience than that. I will return to this example in Chapter 5 and 

look at it in some detail.  

                                                 
30 óInformationalô here, of course, is ambiguous. Well-trained animals might represent some 

objects informationally, but not judge them as cigar-bands etc., in the sense which requires a 

linguistic ability. I shall expand on and distinguish such subtleties in Chapter 2. 
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 But there are yet still more complex cases: when one looks at an assemblage 

of objects with one eye closed and then looks at the same assemblage with both 

eyes open, it is clear that what is represented has not changed, though there 

seems to be something quite different about the experience. So, there seems 

more to an experience than simply what is represented and what is captured in 

terms of propositional content or background concepts and theories. 

Binocularity enables a considerable refinement of the perception of objects in 

terms of their depth relationships than does monocular vision - yet the 

high-level categories mentioned are of little help in capturing the content of the 

experiences. It is likely that other experiential features can be separated off and 

distinguished in a similar way. Such examples will later provide good reasons 

for accepting an alternative to both the observational account and the 

inferentialist proposal. It shall be suggested later that if high-level 

considerations do not influence experiential content en bloc, it may be better to 

consider a weaker view of the relation between experience and óhigh-levelô 

factors.  

 There is, however, yet another reason to consider some high-level features in 

isolation from the rest. This reason concerns the notion of a propositional 

content. The idea of a propositional content in the context of a belief or an 

experience might not always be said to be captured by linguistic features at all, 

but in other terms. Propositions may not necessarily be tied to language use as 

is commonly supposed. The notion of a proposition is, admittedly, notoriously 

unclear, so we can easily accept this suggestion. One might even continue to 

agree that beliefs and experiences require some high-level propositional 

features but not propositional features in the character of a language.  

 Armstrong, for one, has argued just this - holding that perception requires 

beliefs and concepts and propositional content in the manner stipulated by the 

inferentialist proposal.31 But he has also been careful to disassociate himself 

from the view that propositions are essentially linguistic. óPropositionsô he 

notes, óhave no special connection with language.ô32 Instead, Armstrong seems 

to closely attach the notion of a proposition to a representational state of some 

kind, not the tokenings of an experience in the form of a language.33 Of course, 

                                                 
31 Note, for instance, his remark: óPerception [is] nothing but the acquiring of true or false 

beliefs ... To perceive that there is something that is red before us is to acquire the (true) belief 

that there is something red before us as a result of the causal action of that red thing on our 

minds .... Beliefs involve concepts. Acquiring the belief that a particular object is red involves 

the possession of the concept of red. Possession of the concept entails a general capacity of the 

perceiver ... to distinguish between things that are red and things that are not red. And so, a 

perceptual belief, which involves capacity for selective behaviour ... entails the possession of 

higher-order capacities.ô op. cit., Armstrong, (1968) p. 339, italics mine.  
32 Ibid., p. 202. 
33 Armstrong actually claims that propositions are ósimply features of belief statesô which 

function óneither referringly nor predicatively.ô See: Armstrong, (1973) op. cit., p. 46-7. 
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animals clearly have a representational component to their experiences, so in 

this sense their experiences can have propositional content: most animals, even 

fairly unsophisticated ones, we would assume, do represent something in their 

experiences, even if we might well query whether or not their experiences had 

an informational content in the same sense as Holmesôs experience.  

 Propositions need have no óspecial connectionô with language for a number 

of good reasons. Armstrong was right to distinguish propositional content from 

language. In Belief, Truth and Knowledge, Armstrong argues that high-level 

beliefs and thoughts are logically independent of the words that they are 

expressed in (see his Chapter 3). But the other important reason he advances to 

avoid this connection is that animals and pre-linguistic children have such 

things as beliefs and yet they do not have a facility with a language. So, the 

propositional content of their beliefs, at least, canôt be language-like. By parity, 

of course, their experiences too might involve a propositional content which is 

not language-like. The relevant sense in which both beliefs and experiences 

might be fixed by high-level propositional features does not then necessarily 

hang on the acquisition of a language - one might hold the inferentialist 

proposal without it. This seems especially plausible in the case of colour 

experiences like that of red or green; for it is quite unclear how the propositional 

content of such an experience could be language-like (if, indeed, such 

experiences can be characterised as being propositional at all). Once again, it 

seems, such óhigh-levelô features can easily be distinguished and separated. 

 The point here is not that no high-level features are brought to bear on 

experiences, just that it is unclear to what degree they are relevant. If high-level 

features are relevant to experiences only by degrees, then this amounts to a 

much weaker version of the inferentialist proposal than that expressed earlier 

where all the high-level features were seen as both necessary and sufficient for 

experiential content. However, it may be that this position is wrong: it may be 

that no such high-level features are necessary for certain kinds of experiential 

content at all, even if all the high-level features are generally present together in 

normal human experience. Moreover, if high-level features are only relevant by 

degrees and can be effectively stripped from experiences, then there may be a 

case for claiming that the individuation of each leaves behind an experiential 

residue. If so, then the various high-level features are not necessary and 

sufficient for content at all. I shall try to argue for both these points later on.  

 The point just mentioned enables distinctions to be made between various 

forms of inferentialism. If someone like Armstrong, for instance, can agree with 

the thrust of the inferentialist proposal and yet eschew the matter of language, 

then it would seem that some of the various features of high-level inference (in 

this case, propositional content and language) are logically separable: one can 

                                                                                                                                
Recently, Armstrong has been developing an ontology of óstates of affairsô to which 

propositions belong. See his paper óA World of States of Affairsô. 
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plausibly claim that some experiences are propositional and attached to the 

endorsing of certain statements (Sellarsôs view) or one can claim that some 

experiences are propositional in some other sense not involving language 

(Armstrongôs view). Moreover, some experiences might be taken as 

representational and yet not informational in any sophisticated sense at all (e.g., 

a rats or a dragon-flyôs experience of the cigar-band near Jonesôs body). Indeed, 

there seem to be several possible combinations in the ways in which high-level 

influences can be brought to bear on experiential content, and - correspondingly 

- several possible degrees of inferentialism.  

 One of the important points to be brought out of the above discussion is this: 

What was described as being fairly uncontentious before (that propositional 

contents are language-like) can now be seen as a matter of serious debate, even 

among theorists who are otherwise sympathetic to the terms of the inferentialist 

proposal. This issue is worth spending more time on before continuing.  

The continuum idea  

Armstrongôs concern, in the earlier passage is with the content of belief states, 

not experiences. According to Armstrong, belief states can be characterised as 

propositional states. But, as we have seen, on the inferentialist proposal the case 

of beliefs and the case of experiences actually run parallel: because experiences 

fix belief states, what can be said of the one kind of content can rightly be said 

of the other. So if one accepts the inferentialist proposal and the view that 

propositional content is characterised by language, it seems that one could hold 

that the content of experiences, like the content of beliefs, are likewise 

characterised by language. But such a view would then make nonsense of the 

idea that animals and infants have experiences in any important sense. 

Although this argument clearly follows on the inferentialist proposal, it seems 

that it would leave anyone who held this view in a rather absurd position.  

 However, as we have seen, this problem can be overcome easily: by saying 

that some propositional contents are language-like and some are not. So again: 

some high-level features are easily separated from others. Someone 

sympathetic to the propositional requirement of the inferentialist proposal, 

might thus take the line that there are two senses of ópropositionô: one that is 

closely tied to language and one which isnôt. It might also be suggested that the 

propositional content of animal/infant beliefs and experiences are inferior to the 

propositional content of adult beliefs and experiences for just this reason. 

Someone who wanted to keep the emphasis of the inferentialist proposal might 

take this inferiority line on animal and infant beliefs and experiences - ruling as 

insignificant or irrelevant any content which did not possess the required 

high-level features specified.  

 But a question can be raised here: does the argument that animals and infants 

might have propositional contents which are not language-like necessarily rule 

as inferior or irrelevant these kinds of beliefs or experiential contents? 
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Armstrong, for one, does not think so. Attacking the possibility that animals and 

children might have ólogically secondaryô cases of beliefs because of this 

deficit, he advances the view that such creatures might ólie along a certain scale 

or continuumô34 with language-using humans on one end of the scale and 

amoebas at the other. Although it might be clear where to attribute linguistic 

competence on such a scale, it is less easy to see where to attribute notions like 

beliefs. But this doesnôt rule such beliefs as thus having a necessarily inferior 

content. To suggest otherwise would be to already assume the 

proposition-as-language-like model. Instead, in a marginal note, Armstrong 

tentatively advances the idea that belief content attribution can be understood as 

being ascribable by degrees (hence, the ócontinuumô idea). The point here is 

that the high-level propositional requirement of belief states, which is built into 

the inferentialist proposal, may well be too strong.  

 Presumably, the same would go here mutatus mutandis for experiential 

content: if one assumes that experiences require a high-level background of 

propositional features, then such features cannot be language-like unless one is 

prepared to rule out animal and infant experiences. And one canôt do this on 

pain of begging the question in favour of the bias towards language. But there 

may be a way of ascribing significant experiential content to animals and 

infants by dropping the inferentialist proposal and adopting a more 

graduationist account; allowing experience to feature by degrees - in terms 

rather like a continuum. On this revised account, experiential content may be 

characterised in a number of different ways, not simply and exclusively in terms 

of features of high-level inference, and, in particular, propositional content. 

Such high-level considerations may be part of the story, but not all of it. 

Moreover, using only high-level features as criteria for experiences may be as 

dangerous and misleading as using language-like propositional content as a full 

and adequate characterisation of the nature of beliefs. 

 This point can be linked to the previous concern about the strictly 

óhigh-levelô emphasis given by the inferentialist proposal in the context of 

outlining an account of experiential content. What seemed a plausible analysis 

for the experience Sherlock Holmes had of the cigar-band near Jonesôs body, 

we saw, did not seem plausible for the dogôs experience of the same scene. 

True, the dog must have spatially represented something, and formed 

inferences from previous experience, memory, etc. Even so, here it did not 

seem appropriate to label all experiential contents as being influenced by all the 

sophisticated high-level factors mentioned; it did not seem plausible that the 

dog underwent the appropriate reasoning. Rather, it seemed that where some 

high-level features were relevant to the dog, others were not. This seems 

particularly plausible in the case of propositional contents having the character 

of a language, for such things are obviously not a feature of dog experiences. It 

                                                 
34 D.M. Armstrong, op. cit., (1973) p 30. 
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does seem that the inferentialist proposal has taken things too far: there might 

be rather less in some experiential contents than the inferentialist proposal 

would have us believe.  

 This argument is plausible even in this very rough form. What it might 

indicate is that something is wrong with the proposal that necessarily and only 

attributes high-level contents to the low-level experiences of unsophisticated 

organisms. Such categories simply do not always capture the experiences of 

such creatures. What it also shows is that comparisons with cases of high-level 

influences which legitimately capture the experiential content of sophisticated 

creatures who can use language is inherently unfair: it is something of a 

category mistake; an error in explanatory overkill. Moreover, just because an 

account of how experiences originate in terms of high-level considerations 

doesnôt altogether capture animal and infant experiences, does not mean that 

they have no experiences, or that their experiences are inferior in some sense. 

Even though some experiences might be characterised in terms of high-level 

features, these features may not simultaneously capture low-level experiences 

which might escape such an analysis. The model we are using of experiential 

content - the inferentialist proposal - may be faulty, or just plain wrong.  

 What we have looked at in the previous sections is an account of experiential 

content in terms of high-level inferential features. It seems now, however, that a 

serious alternative is emerging to the view that experience necessarily involves 

the imposition of such features, or the observational view that experiences 

require no such input at all. This alternative holds that the high-level features 

are relevant by degrees, and thus, do not necessarily underpin experience at all 

levels - only experiences of a greatly sophisticated kind. So, although Sherlock 

Holmesôs experience of the cigar-band near Jonesôs body may be, in some 

sense, fully characterised in terms of inference from background knowledge, 

propositional content and representational features, this sort of analysis might 

not be altogether possible of very unsophisticated animal experiences or of the 

difference in our experience of an assemblage of objects viewed with one eye 

and then both eyes. The nature of such experiences seems to require a far more 

subtle and elaborate account of the bearing of the so-called high-level 

influences on experiences.  

 The point of this section is not to argue that propositional content must be 

non-language-like, or even that propositional content is necessary for 

experience as the inferentialist proposal assumes. It is unclear what 

propositions are, and this difficult question will be avoided in this book. The 

point about propositions has been raised only to bring out Armstrongôs 

suggestive analogy of a continuum. Armstrongôs suggestive remark will be 

used here as an idea which needs development in the context of an account of 

experiential content. 

 The useful thing about this notion is that it might allow us to think of the 

content of experiences as being at interestingly distinct levels without having to 
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say that one kind of content has to be inferior to another óhigher-levelô content. 

It may even give us reason to think that the inferentialist proposal, as it stands, 

is actually false.  

Rationality and the inferentialist proposal 

It is not sufficient, on the terms of the inferentialist proposal, that only some 

experiences involve propositional features, representational features or 

inference from background knowledge. It is also not appropriate that the 

various high-level features can be separated and individuated in the way which 

we have seen. On the proposal being examined, it must remain true that all 

experiences require all the high-level features specified. The inferentialist says 

that the combination of such high-level features - background knowledge, 

theory, propositional and representational features - are either necessary 

conditions of experiential content, or both necessary and sufficient conditions. 

Experiences are, on this view, propositionally specifiable, representational 

states, necessarily underpinned by inference from background knowledge, 

concepts and theories.  

 Part of the reason the inferentialist proposal is so inflexible is that it is a 

doctrine that has strong historical roots. The view goes back to Descartesô 

rationalism and his stress on the uniqueness of the human species. The human 

species was unique in Descartesô view, centrally because of its ability to employ 

a language. The human beingsô greater knowledge and theoretical base also 

distinguished them intellectually from animals. On this view, such high-level 

intellectual abilities were the deciding features of an organismôs claim to 

rationality. Along with rationality came the fruits of human beingsô superior 

understanding and experience of the world around him. For Descartes, where 

animals were merely mindless automata responding to stimuli from proximal 

cues, human beings could actually discern features of the world, discriminate 

amongst them and use things in the world to their own ends. Part of the reason 

why human beings were superior to animals was that only they could 

experience the world, not merely respond to it. And the key to this difference 

was their knowledge, theoretical understanding and, particularly, their facility 

with language - in other words, the óhigh-levelô features mentioned above. 35 

 Much later, Kant expressed a similar view of the importance of high-level 

intellectual attributes when giving his account of human rationality. Keeping a 

deferential tie with the stress Descartes gave to language, his view became an 

explicitly judgement-focused analysis of human rationality as well as human 

experience. Humans were rational and could experience the world because they 

made intellectual judgments. Kant thus shared Descartesô view that the human 

                                                 
35 For an exposition and an attack on Descartesô views on animals, see: J. Cottingham, óñA 

Brute to the Brutes?ò: Descartesô Treatment of Animalsô, pp. 551-9. See also, by the same 

author: Descartes, pp. 107-110.  
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species could be individuated as vastly superior creatures compared with 

animals because language, intellect and knowledge distinguished them from the 

ólowerô species.  

 Kant was far more explicit about how these high-level features distinguish 

human beings from other animals. More particularly, he saw there to be óa 

logical connection between óintuitionô and óunderstandingô, that is, between 

sensory and intellectual capacity.ô36 This insight formed the basis for his 

account of epistemology and philosophy of mind as well as his account of 

experience. For him, the intellectual input from the understanding was logically 

connected with the sensory capabilities of a sophisticated organism, because 

without this, an organism would be unable to make relationships and form 

inferences from one moment to the next. Such features then, operated as 

necessary a priori conditions for manipulating the material of sense. Kant 

called these intellectual features ócategoriesô of the understanding and called the 

operation of these categories in each individual case ójudgementsô. For Kant, of 

course, making a ójudgementô involved bringing to bear the whole gamut of 

high-level a priori knowledge to bear on experience - Euclidean geometry, 

space and time - the works. In this sense, Kantôs philosophy constituted an 

important extension of rationalist thought.  

 Both Descartes and Kant were major players in developing what has been 

called óthe inferentialist proposalô, so it was very natural that the importance of 

both language and intellectual manipulation were retained as necessary 

features separating the rationality, and the experiences, of man from animals.37 

Both became a priori necessary features of experiential content. The 

importance of such high-level features has persisted and can be found as a 

theme in the work of the early Wittgenstein, Davidson, Armstrong, Feyerabend, 

Sellars, Churchland, Hanson and Stich, to name but a few. Even a cursory 

glance at much of contemporary analytic philosophy will bear out this point.  

 Donald Davidson, for instance, has recently argued that only language users 

can have concepts like beliefs, and S. P. Stich has echoed this view by 

suggesting that belief attribution is possible only in situations where all the 

features of such beliefs can be óisomorphically mappedô in terms 

comprehensible by language users.38 To isolate language use as a criterion for 

                                                 
36 J. Bennett, Rationality, p. 41. 
37 Routley points out that this tradition may well have been a product of óa long, vigorous, and 

perhaps, dominant, tradition in Western Philosophy, ... which though weakened in the 

empiricism of Hume and Bentham, reaches current philosophy through both (Cartesian) 

rationalism and through idealism.ô He cites Hegel, not Kant, as a representative of the latter 

influence: óWhat distinguishes man from the beasts is the faculty of Thought manifested and 

first laid down in ... human language.ô Hegelôs Science of Logic, p. 39. See R. Routley: óAlleged 

Problems in Attributing Beliefs and Intentionality in Animalsô, p. 412. 
38 D. Davidson, óThought and Talkô, in S. Guttenplan (ed) Mind and Language, pp. 7-23; S. P. 

Stich, óDo Animals have Beliefs?,ô pp. 15-28.  
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conceptual sophistication is to make a substantial commitment to the terms of 

the inferentialist proposal. Similarly, as we have already seen, Wilfred Sellars 

has argued that all mental content attributions, including that of perceptual 

experience, can be captured, without residue, in terms of propositional contents 

which can be true or false. Armstrong has also claimed the same for perception 

in terms of the propositional content of belief states.39 Feyerabend, to take a 

different case, has declared that the idea of a ósensing subjectô without the 

mediation of theory is óincomprehensible.ô40 And, somewhat in sympathy with 

Feyerabend, Churchland has contended that mental content is, by nature, a 

theory which can be discarded and replaced wholly with scientific 

descriptions.41 Much earlier, of course, Wittgenstein was famous for saying in 

the Tractatus: óWhereof we cannot speak we must pass over in silence.ô42 The 

stress on language, theory, representational states and propositions is obvious.  

 The emphasis in each of these cases conveniently displays how the several 

high-level features of the inferentialist proposal have made their mark on 

contemporary approaches to the issue of mental content and experience in 

general. Moreover, the various high-level features are mostly found together: 

Churchlandôs eliminative materialism, for instance, stresses the theoretical 

dependence of mental content, but he also claims that any such theory is held as 

a network of integrated sentences which are held true as a pattern of integrated 

holistic beliefs. Sellars holds to the view of psychological nominalism: that 

there is no awareness outside what can be expressed in the terms of a 

theoretically and epistemically loaded language. Feyerabend has claimed, 

counterintuitively, that the only difference between a blind man and a seeing 

man is that óone uses a different part of [a] theory (or some of the consequences 

of [a] theory) as his observation language.ô43 Each of these views shall be 

examined in detail in subsequent chapters. 

 Such views demonstrate what might be called the rationalist origins of the 

inferentialist proposal. The stress placed on the high-level aspects of 

experiential content will be obvious when they are considered later. The point 

should be made here that all of these views take a pejorative line on content 

which cannot be captured in the high-level terms mentioned. In this sense, they 

approach the issue as an inferentialist might approach the issue of animal and 

infant cognition - they view any other approach as tapping an inferior, irrelevant 

or even a non-existent resource. This will be obvious when Churchlandôs views 

are considered; less obvious in the other cases.  

                                                 
39 W. Sellars, op. cit., D. M. Armstrong, Perception and the Physical World, passim. 
40 P. K. Feyerabend, óScience Without Experienceô, in Realism, Rationalism and Scientific 

Method. 
41 P. M. Churchland, Matter and Consciousness. 
42 L. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, § 7. 
43 P. K. Feyerabend, op. cit., p. 33. 
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 It was mostly this rationalist background to the inferentialist proposal which, 

as Bennett says, makes it possible to óswallow in a greedy and undigested lump, 

the Kant-Wittgenstein stress upon language.ô44 One might add to this lump the 

other high-level features specified, since it is clear that the rationalist influence 

contains much more than just a stress on language. Also, as will be recognised 

from some of the above views, the óundigested lumpô has come to signify more 

than simply the distinguishing features of rationality and a way of separating 

the province of man and nature, but also a way of understanding what any 

account of experiential content must fulfil. Such a view holds that the 

distinguishing and essential features of all mental content attributions are the 

óhigh-levelô features stipulated. And these features turn largely on the early 

importance Kant and Descartes jointly gave to language and high-level 

intellectual manipulation.  

 It is partly this rationalist influence on the nature of experiential content 

which will be questioned in this book. The aim is to show how high-level 

features, which influence the having of experiences, can be detached from their 

association with the rationalist origins mentioned. Rather than adopting the 

inferentialist proposal holus bolus, it is better to keep elements of it in the form 

of a substantially modified account of the relation between experience and 

content.  

 I have already mentioned three reasons for making this move; reasons which 

shall later be developed as arguments.  

 Firstly, as we have seen, it does seem obvious that sophisticated high-level 

features need not feature in dog experiences, let alone in the experiences of 

organisms lower down the phylogenetic tree. So there seems little case for 

insisting that the inferentialist proposal be adopted as an overall strategy for 

understanding how experiences are engendered. There may, instead, be a case 

for combining elements of the observational account with elements of the 

inferentialist proposal.  

 Secondly, since each of the high-level features can be individuated and 

separated, it seems unlikely that the various high-level features can jointly 

account for the nature of experiential content - something a more subtle account 

might achieve. The point is not that because the various features can be 

separated the inferentialist proposal cannot account for experiential content (for 

wholes can have properties over and above their parts). The point is that if it can 

be shown that each of the high-level features are neither necessary nor 

sufficient for certain experiences, then there is a case for claiming that 

individuating each leaves behind an experiential residue. It will be argued that 

any account of the relation between experience and content has to be seen in the 

light of evolutionary principles and the nature of the complexity of differing 

species and their species-specific cognitive architecture. Furthermore, there is a 

                                                 
44 Bennett, op. cit., p. 2. 
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need for low-level sensational experiences when this is considered. (This, in 

turn, will provide a connection between an attack on the inferentialist proposal 

and a legitimation of property dualism.) A graduationist account will more 

readily include these considerations.  

 Thirdly, it has been intimated that there is a more general problem with the 

inferentialist proposal as a fully-fledged account of experiential content. If the 

inferentialist proposal is true, then there is hardly any sense in which 

experiential content can be observationally fixed. All experiences should, 

instead, presuppose theory, knowledge, concepts and propositional contents, 

even - experiences like the experience of the colour red. This seems less than 

obvious. Such things seem to have more to do with the observational situation 

than high-level influences like knowledge, theories and language. Indeed, there 

is a good case for claiming that óobservationalô features of low level 

experiences such as colours have survival value too, independent of such 

influences. If the inferentialist proposal claims that such high-level features are 

necessary and sufficient precursors to any kind of experiential content, then 

something may well have gone astray.  

 These themes shall be taken up in the following chapters. In Chapter 3, it will 

be revealed just how things may have gone astray by showing how experience 

has been conflated with language. This conflation is premised on a simple 

philosophical error. In Chapter 4, it will be examined whether experiential 

content can be fully captured in terms of representational content; specifically, 

in terms of the propositional content of belief states (I will be looking in detail 

at the views of Armstrong in this connection). In Chapter 10, Sellarsôs claim 

that rejecting sense-data theory automatically goes with accepting an 

inferentialist account heavily dependent on the propositional content of 

statements is assessed. In Chapters 9, and 11, the ways in which experiential 

content has been said to be theory dependent will be questioned.  

 My response to the inferentialist proposal, finally, is not to rule out the 

application of such high-level features, but to modify and limit their influence. 

Chapter 5 argues the case for the experiential residue that escapes the 

inferentialist analysis, whereas Chapter 7 takes up the issue of animal 

experiences. The claim arising from these chapters will be that there is still an 

important sense in which experience can be said to originate observationally. 

The revised account I shall be making - the continuum account - will rest 

convincingly well with a modular view of mental content which is outlined in 

Chapter 8, and a property dualist theory of the mind which is outlined in 

Chapter 12. It will also reconcile the traditional dichotomy of the inferentialist 

proposal and the observational account and will provide grounds for a more 

subtle reading of Kantôs views in Chapter 6. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, the case for the inferentialist proposal was presented. This 

account emphasises the importance of the high-level influences on experiences. 

It was demonstrated that this view has had a long history stemming from early 

rationalism. Each of the high-level features were itemised and shown to be 

important features of experiential content on this view. An alternative to this 

view was also described briefly and was counterpointed to the inferentialist 

view. Each of these approaches has some merit. Just as it seems necessary for 

experiences to be organised conceptually, so too does it seem necessary that 

some aspects of experiential content depend on features of the observational 

situation rather than wholly cognitive factors. The case of conceptually 

unsophisticated animal and infant experience was discussed in this connection. 

The claim here is that the nature of content need not be understood in terms of a 

dilemma: either entirely inferential or non-inferential. Instead, a broader 

combinatory position needed to be sought. It was argued that a combinatory 

position might best be developed by taking Armstrongôs suggestion of a 

continuum seriously. 

 A final point: the inferentialist proposal stipulates óhigh-levelô features as 

either a necessary condition or a necessary and sufficient condition for 

experiential content. The distinction here is taken to be degrees of emphasis of a 

single radical doctrine. However, the importance of this distinction for any 

attempt to abandon the inferentialist proposal was not explored in detail. 

 It is clear that the distinction is an important one. The necessary condition 

thesis is a legacy of Kantôs views, and a rejection of this claim on its own is not 

enough to successfully attack the claims of the inferentialist proposal. On 

Kantôs account, the sensory manifold was available in experience prior to its 

integration and synthesis by the forms of intuition and the categories. So, on 

Kantôs view, there is more to experiential content than simply óhigh-levelô 

features; there is also a sensory manifold. However, the high-level features 

were necessary for experience on this view, because the manifold itself was 

unformed and unstructured. What remains after separating the high-level 

features from the sensory manifold is not any kind of content. To Kant, 

experiential content amounted to sensory manifold plus the imposition of the 

categories and forms of intuition.  

 By contrast, the necessary and sufficient thesis is a view common to many 

recent materialist philosophers such as Churchland, Armstrong, Harman, 

Sellars and Feyerabend. This amounts to the view that all there is to 

experiential content are the high-level features specified by the inferentialist 

proposal. There is no unformed sensory content outside the imposition of the 

high-level features. Although this more radical view shall be examined in the 

following chapters I shall also treat the Kantian position in some detail in 

Chapter 6.  
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 The necessary condition thesis should not be confused with the necessary and 

sufficient condition thesis. However, the arguments to be advanced against the 

inferentialist proposal shall strike at both views. It shall be claimed that there 

are contentful experiences that do not contain the high-level features 

emphasised by the inferentialist proposal. So, low-level experiential content 

can be importantly separated from high-level content. Claiming this enables me 

to hit the necessary condition side of both targets. Against the necessary and 

sufficient condition thesis, it will be argued that there is more to experience than 

high-level features; against the necessary condition thesis, it will be argued that 

low-level experiences are actually contentful.  
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2. A Continuum Theory of Content 

[Man is] a mixture of all things and an orderly combination of 

contraries.45 

A taxonomy of experiential content 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter it was suggested that an adequate account of content 

should acknowledge that high-level influences can occur in degrees, rather than 

in all-or-none terms. It was also suggested that conceptually unsophisticated 

animal and infant experiences need some sort of account too. The burden of the 

theory of content that is advocated here takes as its starting point that there are 

low-level features as well as high-level features of experiences. Experiences 

can occur in degrees of sophistication anywhere along a content continuum.  

 An otherwise sophisticated óhigh-levelô experience, of (say) a cigar-band 

being near Jonesôs body, can also have low-level aspects which canôt be 

captured in any of the high-level terms mentioned. The continuum account thus 

holds what shall be called a complexity thesis: some experiences have low-level 

aspects and high-level aspects. Moreover, the relationship between high and 

low-level aspects is asymmetrical: an experience need not have high-level 

aspects but all experiences have low-level aspects. Several levels of experience 

will now be distinguished in some detail.  

2.2 Linguistic propositional judgements 

We have seen the problem that arose with the characterisation of a proposition 

in relation to experiential content. We can use this confusion as the starting 

                                                 
45 M. Aurelius, Meditations, VII, 48. 
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point for our taxonomy. On the one hand, it seemed plausible that Sherlock 

Holmes could have been in some state which was explicitly tokened in a 

language and which could thus be true or false in absence of the thing 

experienced. In this version, the experience had propositional content in a sense 

which was language-like. On the other hand, it also seemed plausible that the 

notion of a propositional content need not be so closely tied to a language. This 

was especially so because some (lower) animals might also represent their 

experiences propositionally in some sense, though without tokening their 

experiences in a language. Both of these views (and much else besides) can be 

true on the account presented.  

 We can begin by defining some experiential contents as having content 

explicitly tokened in some kind of language (or a language-of-thought).46 Call 

this level a linguistic propositional judgement. An example of this kind is 

Sherlock Holmes and his experience of the cigar-band near Jonesôs body. For 

Holmes, having the experience meant that he then underwent some kind of 

tokened, expressible, representational state. It is not that his experience put him 

in this tokened state; rather, the experience brought about his tokening of that 

state, because it necessarily involved the imposition of óhigh-levelô 

propositional factors. His experience had content which was expressed (or 

thought) in words (or tokens) such as ócigar-bandô, óJonesôs bodyô, etc., and this 

involved the imposition of background knowledge, concepts, theory and so on. 

To avoid confusion, the term ópropositionô shall be used only in relation to this 

level of content and no other. The account being developed will not make 

extensive use of this notion. óPropositionô is defined as a strictly linguistic 

feature of content.  

2.3 Representational judgements  

Holmesôs experience was also represented as certain structural features in his 

visual field; that is, as certain discernible things distinct from their 

surroundings. This, presumably, is precisely the way in which fairly 

sophisticated animals like dogs might perceive such scenes. This level shall be 

called the level of representational judgements. This level of content can be 

distinguished from the linguistic propositional judgement in the respect that it is 

not explicitly tokened in a language or a language of thought, though it is 

implicitly structured by virtue of being an organised perception of some kind. 

                                                 
46 The essentials here do not matter for my account. The language-of-thought hypothesis might 

be true, if by it, is meant that one can represent certain aspects of oneôs experience in some 

tokened form or other. This might be true of aspects of animal experiences as much as ours. (A 

dog might have some mental token ø, by which he represents ómasterô.) Where I diverge from 

this is in how less sophisticated aspects of experiences can be represented. (It does not seem 

obvious that all aspects of experiences need to have mentalese tokenings, but more on this 

below.) 
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(This, of course, can occur in degrees - a rather less sophisticated organism, for 

example, a dragon-fly or a bee, might structurally represent rather less in its 

visual scene than Holmes or a dog does, because it has less sensitive perceptual 

equipment - or more sensitive depending on the kind of experience in question.)  

 This kind of ógestaltô-like structuring of experience which is not 

linguistically tokened, was presumably what Armstrong had in mind by his use 

of the term óproposition.ô Armstrongôs rejection of this term in relation to 

linguistic propositional judgements was mentioned earlier. His claim was that 

propositional content is not necessarily tied to the notion of a language. As 

mentioned, however, the use of the term ópropositionô will be reserved for the 

strict linguistic sense only; I shall be using the term órepresentational 

judgementô to capture Armstrongôs sense of óproposition.ô The distinction 

between linguistic propositional judgments and representational judgements is 

thus important because it avoids the ambiguities in the term ópropositional 

content.ô  

 It is not being suggested that by making these distinctions both kinds of 

ójudgementsô cannot occur jointly. Demonstrably, they can occur jointly. It 

seems obvious, for instance, that Holmes may form a representative judgement 

(have a certain gestalt-like experience) as well as token such features in a 

language. For some organisms, and in some circumstances, both kinds of 

judgements can occur together. Of course, by parity, they need not: Holmes 

might, for instance, have experienced certain structurally organised features, 

without tokening them explicitly in a language as certain types of things, even if 

he represented them implicitly as organised features in his experience. He may 

have been day-dreaming or concentrating heavily on having a conversation 

with Watson, for example. (This brings out the important influence of attention 

in fixing features of experiential content, but more on this later.) 

 The distinction made between linguistic propositional judgments and 

representational judgements is not meant to suggest that subjects are always 

fully conscious of the contents of their experiences. Linguistic propositional 

contents do not correspond exactly to óconsciousô experience and 

representational contents do not correspond exactly to the converse. A 

representational judgement may be a conscious experiencing in which certain 

structural features represented are explicit. Holmes, or his dog, may 

consciously discern certain spatially represented objects in certain places etc., 

by the very act of experiencing some scene. But a representational judgement 

may also be of another character entirely: i.e., as a projection which is not 

explicitly conscious; i.e., as an implicit - and only partly conscious - ónoticingô. 

For instance, someone might project a visual array in space without being 

completely cognisant of what it is that is being projected. Something like this 

seems to be going on in ótactile visionô experiments. In a similar way, features 

of an experience need not necessarily be consciously tokened in a language, but 

may, nonetheless, be represented in linguistic-propositional form. 
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 Although some very sophisticated organisms (such as Sherlock Holmes) 

might unconsciously token their experiences, (Holmes might think ócigar-bandô 

in some way in ómentaleseô without noticing he did or intending to do so), there 

is a sense in which an experience can also be left untokened but nonetheless 

órepresentedô in some other way. (Presumably other animals do this and so 

might Sherlock Holmes in certain circumstances were he distracted or 

otherwise occupied.) Consider also the example of waking up in a strange 

place: in such a situation one might project certain spatially represented objects 

without tokening them as objects of certain types (a óthingô in a vague direction 

to the left of another óthingô). There is thus a clear need to distinguish linguistic 

propositional judgments from representational judgements.  

2.4 Informationally representational judgements  

There are two distinguishable senses of experience so far - a linguistic 

propositional content and a representational content. Further complications 

arise, however, when one considers some of the high-level influences on 

experiences beyond that of representational and propositional content. Such 

considerations force us to extend the taxonomy. Consider, for example, 

concepts and background knowledge. It would seem likely that an experiencing 

organism such as Holmes might form a representational judgement without 

bringing to bear a concept or background knowledge of that particular thing. 

(He might recognise, for instance, that the cigar-band is near the body without 

recognising the objects as a cigar-band and a body.)47 In another circumstance, 

of course, he may bring such specific information to bear on the experience. To 

take the opposite extreme, a very unsophisticated animal might not have the 

conceptual equipment to bring such information to bear on its experience at all - 

it may be only able to represent certain features of its experience without 

conceptualising or knowing what they are in any way. (Consider a dragonflyôs 

experience of Jones and the cigar-band.)48 To enable a distinction to be drawn 

between such clearly less sophisticated cases, and the representational 

judgement case mentioned above, call an experience which does involve these 

features, an informational representational judgement and call an experience 

                                                 
47 He has the concept of ónearô in this case of course, but this is saying something rather less 

sophisticated than saying that he forms a representative judgement of the cigar band near 

Jonesôs body.  
48 Though again: a more sophisticated, well-trained animal such as a dog might be able to know 

(conceive of) features of its experience (e.g., its master). It is not being suggested that only 

humans can make such determinate judgements, but that experiential complexity trails off by 

degrees, from more to less sophisticated content with respect to their degree of phylogenetic 

sophistication. On the most plausible story, most lower animals bring rather less óhigh-levelô 

input to their experiences than humans do to theirs, but this should not rule out that some 

animals, in some circumstances, can localise some cognitively sophisticated experiential 

features.  
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which doesnôt involve such features simply a representational judgement. This 

allows the possibility that some experiences can involve more or less 

representational content than others.  

 Consider also the influence of theory in this context. Obviously, some 

experiences which are linked with background knowledge can also be crucially 

linked with theory. That is, an experience with informational content can also 

be linked with large scale epistemic connections. Such connections might 

involve a good deal of complicated references to historical information or 

analogies, or - in the case of Holmes - just plain off-the-cuff ingenuity. Such 

large scale connections are clearly not possible in the experiences of 

unsophisticated animals and infants, but equally, it need not be so in the case of 

Holmesôs less astute partner, Watson. Watson may ómiss the pointô of 

experiencing the cigar-band so close to Jonesôs body and not make the 

theoretical connection between the murder and the suspected perpetrator of the 

crime. For some organisms, then, an experience can involve theoretically 

informational judgements, in the sense that large scale epistemic connections, 

or theories are involved.  

  Again, however, this need not be always so. Even Holmes, at times, (say, 

when he is sleepy or tired) may not bring to bear this theoretical input on his 

experience, even though he may still identify the cigar-band as a certain 

informational content and represent the cigar-band as a certain object (he may 

also ótokenô it in a linguistic propositional judgment simultaneously).The 

continuum theory allows that sometimes an experience can have certain 

degrees of high-level content at different times, or different degrees of content 

at the same time for equal or distinct experiencing organisms such as Holmes, 

Watson and the dog. 

 The above cases have considered the various óhigh-levelô features and their 

connection with experiential content. They are obvious considerations, but 

surprisingly, the inferentialist proposal has traditionally not admitted such 

distinctions. This is reason enough to make them plain now. Linguistic 

propositional judgements have been distinguished from representational 

judgements, and informational representational judgements from theoretically 

informational ones. Since there seem to be good reasons for saying that each 

and all of these kinds of features can occur in experiences (sometimes in one 

and the same experience), it is suggested that we call these features, high-level 

aspects of experiential content. On the continuum account presented, 

experiential content can have varying degrees of such high-level content 

specificity. It remains to be seen if there is any other kind of content that can be 

present in experiences which is not exclusively óhigh-levelô.  

2.5 Non-representational aspects 

We can also extend this kind of taxonomy in the opposite direction, and 
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consider different degrees of low-level content specificity. A few examples of 

this should suffice, since these kinds of features will be treated in more detail 

later. For now, the suggestion is that at this low-level of content, an experience 

can have, what shall be called, non-representational or sensational aspects. 

Take the case, once again, of Holmesôs experience of the cigar-band near 

Jonesôs body. Even though Holmes may be said to make a certain 

representational judgement in this instance, (and perhaps even a linguistic 

propositional judgement simultaneously), it can also be true that his experience 

has features which cannot be captured in any such 

representational/propositional terms.  

 Perhaps, for instance, Holmes registers certain colour hues of the visible 

objects he sees which suddenly change (become brighter) when a shaft of light 

enters the window, or perhaps he surveys the scene first with one eye open and 

then opens the other. In either case, something about the experience changes, 

and it is not what can be captured in the high-level terms already mentioned. 

Further, consider what an unsophisticated creature such as a rat might 

experience in the above situation. Presumably it experiences nothing 

theoretically representational or informationally representational, and certainly 

nothing linguistically propositional. The creature does not (plausibly) make a 

ójudgementô about certain objects in certain relationships in any of the senses 

given above. It does not employ any of the high-level features we have been 

considering. Yet the creature might undergo some experience or other, however 

unsophisticated - perhaps it experiences only lightness or darkness, or only 

responds to such features in the same way as a knee will reflexively respond to 

being hit in a sensitive place.49  

 However, such an experience, although not representational and 

judgemental, might still be informational in some sense. Later, the experiences 

of a congenitally blind person having their sight restored by a tactile vision 

substitution system is considered as an example of informationally sensational 

features. It shall be clear from this sort of case that we need another category 

beyond that of the high-level features mentioned. These features shall be called 

non-representational, sensational aspects or purely sensational aspects 

depending on the context. The context stipulated is this: When an otherwise 

representational judgement has some sensational aspects, the experience will be 

said to have ónon-representational, sensational aspectsô (better: óimpurely 

sensational aspectsô); when an experience with no representational features at 

                                                 
49 The óexperiencesô of very unsophisticated creatures such as stentor caeruleus (a ciliate - a 

unicellular organism) might well best be described in this behaviourist, stimulus and response 

terms. However, somewhat more sophisticated creatures such as rats surely experience 

something actually informational, even if it is only degrees of brightness and darkness. The fact 

that the responses of some creatures are best accounted for behaviourally does not contradict an 

account of experience which allows for different levels of sophistication to occur at the 

polarities of high and low-level content.  
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all has sensational aspects, the experience will be said to have ópurely 

sensationalô aspects. It is clear that although very primitive creatures might not 

be able to represent certain features in their experience, they might still have an 

experience with informationally sensational content. Similarly, a congenitally 

blind person who has had their sight restored, might well be able to represent 

things in some sense, yet, for the most part their experience is informationally 

sensational rather than informationally representational.  

 It is clear that an otherwise representational judgement can have 

non-representational, sensational aspects (consider the hue changes in 

Holmesôs experience of the cigar-band as the sun moved slowly past the 

window). Such experiences can, in some sense, be informational, yet not be 

captured in representational terms. And an experience which is not 

representational at all can still have sensational aspects (consider the purely 

sensational aspects of the óexperienceô of the rat.) These sorts of features too 

can occur in degrees, and equally, can be present in some circumstances and not 

in others. It will later be suggested that the sense in which a person like Holmes 

is responsive to the representational features of his experience and not the 

sensational features, is largely a function of his attentiveness; his ability to 

concentrate on one or other aspect of his experience. Finally, where some 

experiences have purely sensational content, all experiences have at least 

impurely sensational content. So the continuum view is in serious disagreement 

with that of the inferentialist proposal which claims that experiences are 

necessarily underpinned by only óhigh-levelô features; where high-level 

features are necessary and sufficient for content. On the continuum account, 

there can be contentful experiences that do not contain the high-level features 

specified by the inferentialist proposal. 

2.6 Three theses 

There are some important things to note about this view of experiential content: 

For a start, the account is quite literally continuum-like. It is claimed that there 

are several degrees of content for experiencing organisms which lie along a 

perceptual gradient. At each end of the gradient are the polarities of the 

óhigh-levelô and the ólow-level.ô The ópurely sensationalô excludes the 

high-level; however, the high-level does not exclude the low-level. The 

high-level thus always contains low-level, impurely sensational aspects. What 

make the continuum are the degrees of constraint and conceptual organisation 

from the low-level to the high-level - i.e., the presence of differently organised 

low-level content in all experience. 

 This continuum account admits of several distinct elements which should be 

distinguished. These elements capture the relationships between the various 

kinds of content mentioned. These elements can be isolated as distinct theses: 
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(i) The continuum thesis. This is simply the fact that several 

distinguishable levels of organisation can be discerned in experiences as 

previously explained. Particularly, this refers to the óimpureô low-level 

content reaching through all experiences (see diagram below).  

 

(ii) The complexity thesis. This claims that there are several different 

aspects to contentful experiences within each level. Experience is 

mostly an amalgam of several low and high-level aspects. A purely 

sensational experience, by definition, excludes high-level aspects but all 

other experiences contain both kinds of features. (Since human beings 

are sophisticated creatures, their experiences usually have the character 

of being óimpureô: i.e., an amalgam of several kinds of content.) 

 

(iii) The asymmetry thesis. This follows from the previous thesis. 

Because (ii) stipulates experiential amalgams, and as the purely 

sensational is excluded from this, the continuum is asymmetrical. There 

are varying degrees of (impurely) sensational content in high-level 

experiences, but there is no high-level content in purely sensational 

experiences. Experience should thus best be seen in terms of 

degree-additions to low-level content, rather than degrees of high-level 

content. At the very bottom end of the continuum no high-level aspects 

feature but moving toward the upper end of the continuum, both 

high-level and low-level aspects feature to varying degrees in every 

experiential complex.  

 

In addition, the point about focus of attention must be included. This can be 

seen to feature in terms of how an experiencing organism discriminates 

between the various aspects of an experiential amalgam. As will be clear from 

the preceding discussion, a perceiver may or may not focus their attention 

specifically upon (say) a change in hue, but there remains a sense in which the 

visual system registers the hue. The hue change (whether focussed on or not) 

remains a part of experiential content.  

 With these classifications and distinctions included, the taxonomy of 

experiential content has become considerably more complex than the high-level 

features itemised in Chapter 1. The relationships between the various degrees of 

content specificity can, however, be reproduced schematically to show the 

connections between them:  
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Linguistic propositional 

 

 

Theoretically informational 

 

 

Representationally informational 

 

 

Representational 

 

 

Non-representational 

(Impurely sensational) 

 

 

Purely sensational 

 

  
In this schematic view, various levels of experiential content are depicted as shaded blocks. 

Working from below, an experience with purely sensational aspects (no representational 

features at all) might belong to primitive animals only (say, some invertebrates which 

experience (are responsive to) only darkness and lightness). Further, something can be 

experienced as having non-representational, sensational aspects jointly with (some) 

representational features. A representational experience can be experienced as being 

informational as a certain conceptualised object or merely representational qua object distinct 

from its surroundings (in either case, it can be experienced as having non-representational, 

sensational aspects). Further, a determinately representational experience can be experienced as 

having theoretical content (again with or without experiencing non-representational features 

and non-representational, sensational aspects), while a theoretically representational experience 

can have linguistic propositional content in addition to the other kinds of content (again, with or 

without experiencing non-representational, sensational aspects). The schema here is subject to 

three general rules or theses: (1) there is a continuum between high and low-level experiences 

including varying degrees to which high-level features are realised at varying levels of 

experience (the continuum thesis). (2) there is always a multi-aspect or multi-level nature to 

high-level experience - i.e., it can simultaneously involve different levels of experience (the 

complexity thesis) and (3) there are (often) independently identifiable low-level contents in 

high-level experiential amalgams, but whether identifiable or not, low-level sensational 

contents are present in all experiences no matter how straightforwardly high-level (the asymmetry 

thesis). 
 

Figure 1 A taxonomy of content 

In what has been argued in setting up the inferentialist proposal, only 

óhigh-levelô aspects of experiential content are considered to be necessary 

features of perception. However, if the view being developed is true, then 

experience can also have low-level sensational aspects too. In fact, on the 
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asymmetry thesis, experiences must have low-level content, even if - given the 

complexity thesis - this is not always separable from the overall experiential 

complex, or isolated via the focus of oneôs attention (sensational content is, 

thus, mostly óimpureô and non-separable). It shall be assumed that, for the most 

part, the distinctions above are clear and will not need further elaboration in 

terms of how they relate and can be distinguished as taxonomic features, though 

more time shall be spent on elucidating the sensational aspects of experiential 

content in Chapter 5. 

Definitions  

2.7 Experience, perception and óaspectsô 

At this point, the terms used shall be defined more precisely. The word 

óexperienceô is used as a generic term encompassing the various kinds of ways 

in which contentful properties appear to sensing organisms. óPerception,ô a 

species of this, might be defined as a mechanical achievement by which an 

organism may come to have an experience using the sense organs.  

 This definition is a little unorthodox, but there needs to be a rough and ready 

distinction here: it is clear, for instance, that not all experiences are perceived 

(consider, for instance, the case of gravity - always experienced yet rarely 

perceived) and not all perceptions are experienced (consider the case of having 

oneôs retina stimulated by EM light waves but still going through a red light; 

psychological experiments where the subject is unaware that she is responding 

in ways consonant with exposure to previous signals, etc.) The distinction 

between experience and perception is supposed to capture the sense in which 

experiences are sometimes conscious perceptions.  

 In this book I also speak of aspects of experiences, as the chief aim is to 

highlight the point that some features of experiential content cannot be captured 

by the inferentialist proposal. óAspectô means those features of content which 

can or cannot be captured in terms of linguistic propositional, theoretically 

informational and representational judgements. Following Peacocke,50 these 

aspects shall be divided into two broad groups: órepresentativeô aspects of 

experience - by which I shall mean those that have a discernible 

representational/propositional content (as Sherlock Holmes had when he 

discovered a cigar-band near Jonesôs body) and ónon-representativeô or 

ósensationalô aspects of experience which do not have a discernible 

representational structure, but which has qualitative content. Occasionally these 

broad kinds of content shall be referred to as being ódescriptiveô and 

ósensationalô, respectively. Given the continuum account an essentially 

                                                 
50 C. Peacocke, Sense and Content: Experience, Thought and its Relations, pp. 5-7. 
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sensational experience can have some determinate/representational aspects to 

it, even if it canôt be fully captured in such terms. There is no suggestion here 

that an experience canôt have both aspects (in fact, regularly they do) but this 

does not tell against the point that there are aspects of experiences which are not 

entirely inferential in the high-level sense required by the inferentialist 

proposal. The two divisions are meant to legitimate two broad senses in which 

experiences have content, not to suggest that they either have one kind of 

content or the other. The argument here is against a dichotomous treatment of 

the issue.  

 There are convenient reasons for the distinction above. As shall be shown 

later, we can be aware of aspects of certain experiences without this aspect 

being necessarily órepresentativeô in content. On the other hand, it is possible 

that we can have high-level theories about some things without being 

(necessarily) aware of anything at all. (One could, for instance, be a 

brain-in-a-vat believing that the earth was round.) So it seems on the face of it 

that there is a genuine conceptual distinction here.51  

 The legitimation of low-level sensational aspects to experiential content will 

allow me to reject the inferentialist proposal. It will be here where an 

evolutionary argument inserts its wedge. There must be such low-level content 

to account for why we react to such experiences in the ways that we do, and 

why experience seems constrained in the manner it is, and this for essentially 

phylogenetic reasons: experience, at all levels of sophistication, needs to have a 

content because it typically needs to fix beliefs. Something must be going on 

when conceptually unsophisticated creatures experience things like colour 

aspects and visual field enlargements, and that ósomethingô is a kind of 

experience as good as any other. But the point is that it is not clear that these 

kinds of structured, low-level experiencings are captured by beliefs in the sense 

which involves representational, theoretical and propositional linguistic 

judgements.  

 So, for stronger reasons, there seem to be two broad ways in which 

experience can have content: one which can be properly captured on the terms 

of the high-level features of the inferentialist proposal; the other which cannot 

be captured in such terms, but which is still structured and, in evolutionary 

terms, useful. Correspondingly, there are two distinguishable senses of 

experiential belief-fixation. Such claims will provide reasons for the view that 

not all experiential content originates with high-level influences. 

                                                 
51 This example is not as insipid as it seems on first blush: recent theorising in the philosophy of 

science has it that science can be carried on without experiencing things at all: i.e., simply by 

plugging theories into computers and having other computers reading off the result. This kind 

of view makes a substantial commitment to saying that investigations about the world are not 

importantly observational. See Paul Feyerabend, óScience Without Experienceô in Realism, 

Rationalism and Scientific Method, Philosophical Papers, Vol.1. Feyerabendôs views are 

treated in detail in Chapter 9.  
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2.8 Four caveats 

There are four important caveats to note about the view of experiential content 

presented: 

 1. In saying that sensational features of experiences are useful, I am not 

making any reference to the sense data theory. This view claimed that conscious 

sensory experiences were not experiences of real objects or events in the world, 

but were properties of, for example, intervening coloured patches. It is not 

being claimed, however, that the sensational content of experience canôt be 

represented as belonging to objects in the world. Such a view is not plausible in 

an evolutionary sense: intervening coloured patches cut no evolutionary ice 

unless they can be projected onto real events and objects. (What would be 

selectively important about an intervening red patch, for example?) The claim, 

rather, is that conscious sensory contents mostly do have a representational 

aspect which projects them on to objects, but this is not the only content they 

have. A vitally important evolutionary function of experience is that they can 

have a felt quality for the perceiver. And this is so simply because projected 

experiences may, on some occasions, be wrong. So, there might be a survivalist 

reason for why there must be ósomething that it is likeô to have conscious 

sensory experiences in addition to any representational, descriptive, high-level 

judgements that something looks like this or that. When confronted with an 

object speeding before one, for example, it is survivally more important to be 

aware of an enlargement in the visual field, than seeing what seems like a 

balloon (in fact a sharp missile) is speeding before one. My attachments to this 

kind of argument will later allow me to link my thesis with a property dualism 

of the kind adumbrated by Nagel. Far from the views of Dennett, for whom 

óthrown into a causal gap, a quale will simply fall through itô,52 I want to argue 

that qualia actually fulfil a genuine causal role - by providing low-level 

informational content to experiencing organisms.  

 2. Related to this point, it is stressed that sensational aspects of experiences 

are informational awarenesses in some sense and, as such, are not epistemically 

idle. óFeltô experiential properties do yield some informational content for 

perceivers. However, this kind of content is not anything which would be 

similar to the claims made for sense data. Sensational aspects of experiential 

content are not epistemically foundational, nor incorrigible, even though they 

may be, in an informational sense, sui generis to high-level judgements. The 

claim is that, concurrently with representing oneôs experience or forming a 

theoretically informational or propositionally linguistic judgement, one might 

also experience aspects of that experience which cannot be captured in 

high-level terms. However, there is nothing epistemically fundamental about 

such experiences; they can be overridden and ignored as a function of attention. 

                                                 
52 Epigraph to óQualia Disqualifiedô, in D. C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained, p. 369. 
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(One can either notice a certain hue or fail to, even if oneôs visual system may 

register the hue.) The sense of óinformationalô here should be seen in survivalist 

terms: having a felt aspect of oneôs experience is probably more to do with a 

biological story about how we have evolved, than a perceptual story about how 

the visual system processes information and directs us to items of particular 

epistemic interest. More will be said about the epistemic function of low-level 

content later.  

 3. It is not claimed that high-level considerations are not brought to bear on 

experiential content at all. It seems highly likely in fact that the various 

elements of the inferentialist proposal can be individuated, and said to be 

relevant to various degrees. The point is only that some aspects of experiential 

content are not captured by such features. If so, it would seem that the 

inferentialist proposal is false as it stands, and a more subtle and elaborate 

account of the relation between high-level considerations and experiential 

content needs to be developed.  

 A more refined version of the broad kinds of content mentioned earlier would 

be this. There may be a three-way manifestation of experience to the organism: 

proximal stimulations (psychologically non-inferential); low-level sensational 

contents (experienced qualitatively, perhaps partially inferential - depending on 

the organism in question)53  and representative descriptive experiences 

(structured conceptually, highly inferential). It is the second sort of experience 

that will be crucial. Throughout this book, it shall be separated from the third 

level of experience.  

 On the inferentialist proposal, experience is taken to be primarily exhausted 

by the third form listed above. By contrast, the óobservational accountô of the 

classical empiricist and the sense-data theorist take experience to be exhausted 

by the first type (of course for these theorists, the first type was more than just 

óproximal stimulationsô). On the continuum account, the second option as well 

as the first and third, are required for a fully adequate account of experiential 

content. It is not claimed that experience can be exhausted by its 

representational or inferential content. The option is thus not entirely 

inferentialist; not entirely specified by an application of background epistemic, 

representational and propositional features. There is something about the 

content of certain aspects of experiences which is strictly observational and 

sensational and there is something about the content of other aspects of 

                                                 
53 Unsophisticated animals are less likely to have the latter aspects but more than likely to have 

the former (in varying degrees, of course). Again, the possibility of graduations of difference 

here is central to the continuum account. (It is noted in work on invertebrate perception that 

bees, for instance ócan distinguish between different colours ... [but] they have a very limited 

ability to distinguish shapes.ô See: P. A. Meglitsch, Invertebrate Zoology, p. 653. Moreover, 

some contents can be lost and others gained: certain species of fish, birds and butterflys, for 

instance, are able to perceive UV radiation - an ability lost in primates. (My thanks to Roger 

McCart for this point.)  
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experiences which is fully representational and can be explained and captured 

in the terms of the inferentialist proposal. There are also a number of 

possibilities in between these two options (see below). This kind of situation is 

implausible under any view of experiential content other than the continuum 

view. 

 4. Finally, it is claimed here that experiences need to be fixed by beliefs. 

Belief is usually understood as a óhigh-levelô epistemic feature - a 

representational state or a belief-that in Armstrongôs terms. This would seem to 

conflict with the claim that experience has aspects which do not depend on 

high-level features. Later, a continuum view of belief is outlined which rests 

well with my several levels of experiential content. This allows low-level, 

sensational experiences to fix certain low-level beliefs (ólookô beliefs, as I call 

them). In the view being presented, just as experience can have varying degrees 

of sophistication, so beliefs can too. So the claim that experiences fix beliefs 

does not conflict with the continuum theory because on this view not all beliefs 

can be characterised in high-level terms. The issue of experience and beliefs is 

dealt with in detail in Chapter 4.  

2.9 The continuum theory  

The continuum theory asserts the following: there are several levels in which 

contentful properties can be presented to experiencing organisms which may, 

in evolutionary terms, be differentially sophisticated. Thus, one can speak of 

high-level descriptive content, which has aspects which can be captured in 

terms of the inferentialist proposal, and low-level sensational content which has 

aspects which cannot be captured in such terms. There are, of course, a range of 

possibilities in between. Consistent with the notion of a continuum, we can also 

speak of sub-descriptive experiential content, which has some representative 

content, but perhaps not enough to qualify as being propositional or theoretical. 

The experience that a dog has of spatial location does not require very 

high-level features, although it still requires some inference if the dog is to 

negotiate and remember this region. By contrast, the experience of a cigar-band 

being spatially located requires yet more high-level conceptual and 

representational features, whereas the experience of a spatially located object 

having a certain relationship to Jonesôs dead body has yet more high-level 

(theoretically informational; propositional linguistic) features and so on.54  

 Moreover, some experiential content exhibit none of these óhigh-levelô 

features. Such experiences harness structured sensational features of 

                                                 
54 To push the example I have been using: Holmesôs dog usually brings rather less in the way of 

inferential sophistication to the visual scene than Watson, who brings rather less 

(inductive/theoretical) input than Holmes. This need not always be the case: if the object 

perceived was a leash or a slipper the dog might make somewhat stronger inferences than either 

Holmes or Watson - i.e., expectations of future behaviour. (My thanks to Roger McCart.)  
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experiential content which have discernible qualitative features, but very little 

else; certainly nothing that can be captured in the high-level terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. The various contents of experience thus occur in degrees 

from highly sophisticated features to very primitive features in something like a 

linear or ordinal sequence. 

 That there can be various degrees of cognitive penetration of the mechanisms 

of inference, background knowledge, theories and language can be plausible 

only if the inferentialist proposal is false. For inferentialism requires that all 

experiential content necessarily has such óhigh-levelô influences (in the views 

of some, such influences are necessary and sufficient for experiential content).  

 A graduationist thesis like the one suggested makes evolutionary sense. It 

seems plausible that the detection of some low-level features like colours is 

experientially and perhaps cognitively prior to how such things are expressed in 

the linguistic propositional judgements and prior to how they are developed in 

high-level theories. The former may be possessed by pre-linguistic creatures to 

aid survival; the latter may be a symbolic vehicle employed by cognitively 

sophisticated organisms which have evolved in complex ways and have 

transcended, to some degree, such basic survivalist requirements. Between the 

extremes, mechanisms of inference may be operational in the detection of 

objects, relations and so on, which, although involving inference, may not 

involve high-level concepts and propositional features, and so canôt be captured 

fully on the inferentialist account.  

 That there can be a graduation of such influences does not rule out the 

intrinsic value of Kantôs idea that experiences and the mediating function of the 

intellect are typically closely linked; it does rule out the idea that experiences 

must be so mediated. On the continuum theory, some intuitions without 

concepts may well be óblindô, but whether this is entirely true depends very 

much on oneôs initial focus of interest. The consequences the continuum view 

has for the traditional interpretation of Kantôs account is outlined in Chapter 6. 

2.10 Other terms and miscellanea 

There are a couple of other words and phrases which should be defined 

precisely. The important terms óinferentialismô and óinferentialistô are to be 

used synonymously with óthe inferentialist proposalô: the doctrine that all 

experiential content necessarily draws upon high-level influences en bloc. The 

term óinferenceô shall be used to mean the psychological transition between 

high-level psychological states. It is possible on my account for an experience 

to involve inference yet not be explained entirely in the strictly high-level terms 

of the inferentialist proposal. The terms óhigh-levelô and ólow-levelô refer, 

respectively, to the features of experience captured entirely in terms of the 

inferentialist proposal and those sensational features that cannot be so captured. 

I shall later be calling beliefs which correspond to such influences on 
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experiences as inferential beliefs and look beliefs respectively. For simplicity, 

visual experiences shall be the main focus, although what will be said about 

these cases should be taken as applying, equally well, to the other senses. Later 

discussion will clarify the issues that these terms raise. 

 Another word about the Inferentialist Proposal: The inferentialist proposal, 

as it is expressed here, is something of a philosophical fiction. No theorist has 

argued explicitly for this view by name, nor has one claimed to have been 

influenced by it. However, to the extent that it has been assumed, it is claimed 

that this position has the character of a myth; a myth which has pervaded 

contemporary thought and which needs to be examined. Later on several views 

on experiential content shall be treated which closely characterise this doctrine. 

All of them need to adopt a more subtle account of experience which sees the 

relation between elements of high-level inference as underpinned by other 

important considerations; namely, the evolutionary and observational 

considerations mentioned.  

 There is one final distinction to mention. It concerns the application of 

concepts to experiences. Since the various high-level features are characterised 

by a sophisticated conceptual ability of some sort, what is needed here is an 

account of conceptual content. The next two sections, accordingly, will deal 

with the nature of concepts. Out of this, the ambiguous nature of concepts is 

outlined. It is suggested that sensational experiences can be óconceptualô and 

yet not commit us to the overly sophisticated terms of the inferentialist 

proposal. This is done by turning to a treatment of óconceptô unavailable on the 

terms of the inferentialist proposal. The claim is that, just as there can be several 

levels of non-exclusive content to experience, so one may speak of several 

distinguishable senses of concept.  

2.11 Descriptive concepts 

What concepts are in this connection is very problematic. We could define a 

concept as óthe mode of presentation of a property.ô55 It is a vague definition, 

but I know no better. And it fits the purpose for the inferentialist account. Many 

concepts are usually understood as descriptive modes of presentation of a 

property, and descriptions are high-level epistemic notions. The definition is 

somewhat Fregean, so we can use a somewhat Fregean example. óTemperatureô 

and óMean Molecular Kinetic Energyô (MMKE) are presentations of the same 

property; however, they are described in a different way, and so thereby 

constitute different representations. By óTemperatureô we employ a different 

epistemic/semantic description from óMMKEô. The concepts are different 

because the descriptive mode is different, but in this case the reference or 

property represented is the same. And we fix our beliefs about these concepts 

                                                 
55 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 89. 
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partly through their location in the descriptive/theoretical net. The property in 

this case is subsumed under certain high-level descriptions which fit our 

broad-based theories about how we represent the world, and this descriptive 

mode amounts to the concepts, respectively, of óTemperatureô or óMMKEô 

depending on the degree to which we understand and apply theoretical physics. 

Such concepts are descriptive concepts as they put a label on certain properties 

via the possession of certain theories. Descriptive concepts are properties 

subsumed under theories.  

 This account of the nature of concepts is plausible, and it fits with the 

inferentialist account of how concepts are needed in fixing experiences. 

Because experiencing the world amounts to the detection and identification of 

certain properties, it is clear that such properties are also described; our 

experiences are usually of something. Holmesôs experience was of the 

cigar-band next to Jonesôs body. Moreover, experiences need descriptive 

concepts in this sense, if they are to fit with our theories, and Sherlock Holmes 

is an expert in manipulating such concepts precisely because he is a good 

theorist. Theoretical, propositional and epistemic factors, it seems, hang 

together with an essentially descriptive conceptual glue. 

 Having concepts in the descriptive sense means the following: to make 

experiences from observations, we need to describe a presented property in 

certain informed ways; ways which fit in with our theories and background 

knowledge. Allan Millar has called this óthe concept principle.ô To have an 

experience of a certain type one must possess the concept (so to have an 

experiential belief that oneôs cat is Russian Blue, one must have the concept of 

Russian Blue).56 Properties are thus subsumed under such descriptions: óMean 

Molecular Kinetic Energyô is subsumed under the description it is because of a 

certain knowledge of physics. That this follows is a plausible extension of 

inference from background knowledge as mentioned. However, the claim of the 

inferentialist is not that this is so occasionally: the claim is that all stock 

observations are subsumed under concepts in this manner, even typical sensory 

properties like ógreenô or óblueô, and subsumption under descriptive concepts 

presupposes the inference from background knowledge, theories and the 

propositional contents of a language. Commenting upon what he sees as the 

heretical idea of the ógivenô in experience, Sellars notes that: 

[E]ven such ósimpleô concepts as those of colour are the fruit of a long 

process of publically reinforced responses to public objects (including 

verbal performances) in public situations. ... instead of coming to have a 

concept of something because we have noticed that sort of thing, to have 

the ability to notice a sort of thing is already to have the concept of that 

                                                 
56 Allan Millar, Reasons and Experience, p. 20. 
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sort of thing and cannot account for it. 57  

Inferentialism with a vengeance. But, as it will be clear from the preceding 

discussion, it does not only presuppose a concept; it also tacitly presupposes 

linguistic, propositional and representational judgments. If true, on all levels, 

(even the lowest) there is more to seeing than meets the eye, and that the 

essentials of the observational account are fundamentally flawed. There is no 

form of observational ónoticingô without the prior application of high-level 

descriptive concepts, background knowledge, representational states, 

propositions and theories.  

 All this fits together very well with the inferentialist package outlined. The 

idea that experiences involve high-level features of various kinds rests rather 

well with an account of concepts as descriptive modes of presentation of 

properties. Just as it was clear that Sherlock Holmes needed to involve some 

epistemic information to have an experience of the cigar-band, (or that he 

needed to token his experience linguistically, or represent it judgementally) it 

also seems clear that these concepts had to identify essentially descriptive 

features. The problem of how to regard concepts on this analysis thus has a 

natural solution: the solution must be that experience requires descriptive 

concepts to fix appropriate perceptual beliefs. So, if one takes on board the 

inferentialist proposal, it is very easy to say here that all experiences involve 

descriptive concepts. Such an account of concepts is grist for the inferentialistôs 

mill. However, one can say this only on the assumption that concepts can only 

be of a descriptive kind. Query: are there modes of presentation of properties - 

concepts - which are not essentially descriptive in nature? 

2.12 Sensational concepts 

I think there are, and think this helps to have an account of experiential content 

without putting too much stress on propositions, representations, theory, 

knowledge, and high-level inference. Some modes of presentation of properties 

can simply have sensational features - aspects which are not descriptive in 

character and which canôt be captured in any such high-level terms. Christopher 

Peacocke puts the point thus: óOne way to think of the physical property of 

having high temperature is by a mode of presentation we can employ because 

we are capable of having sensations of heat.ô58 It seems plausible to suppose 

that conceptually unsophisticated animals (like rats) can utilise these sorts of 

sensational concepts though (perhaps) not the former descriptive kind. The 

point is that none of the sophisticated high-level concepts seem relevant here, so 

there might be a case for claiming that not all concepts provide grist for the 

                                                 
57 W. Sellars, Science, Perception and Reality, p.176. 
58 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 89.  
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inferentialistôs mill. Some concepts harness sensational aspects of experience, 

not aspects which can be captured by descriptions.  

 This is not to say, of course, that there are only sensational concepts and no 

descriptive ones; it just means that some concepts might be best characterised 

in sensational terms. Just as one does not fully capture the experience of heat by 

describing it in a certain (physical) way, there might be some concepts that 

capture certain ways by which things are felt or sensed, whereas others best 

capture descriptions of things. With some experiences, of course, it might be 

genuinely unclear how they are best characterised (does experiencing 

something spatially located have descriptive representational features or is it 

simply sensational, for instance?)59 However, it is best in an overall sense to 

claim that experiences can have both descriptive and sensational aspects and 

human beings at least can concentrate on one or the other (it is a moot point 

whether animals have descriptive concepts at all because they donôt make 

linguistic, propositional judgments).60 It is, therefore, not the case that only by 

high-level descriptive concepts can experiences be characterised.  

 This point can be applied to other experiencing creatures. Animals, including 

humans, are presented with features of thermal temperature and wavelengths of 

light; we experience these as contentful heat and colour sensations respectively. 

There are also more sophisticated examples of such modes of presentation, like 

that of shape, the appearance of largeness or smallness in the visual field, or 

length.61 There are also examples which seem to be both descriptive and 

representational and which also have sensational features. An example might 

be the stereoscopic view of an assemblage of objects vis-á-vis a monoscopic 

view of the same scene.  

 The point is that sensational concepts can isolate features which are not 

descriptive in nature, but are only felt properties. There is some felt sense in 

which the stereo/mono experience changes, just as there is a sense in which 

some experiences, such as colours, have an indescribable look. Such aspects of 

experiences isolate sensed features and, in an important sense, have nothing to 

do with background, high-level beliefs and propositions.  

 It is not the case that such features canôt be described if one focuses on them 

in a certain way (one clearly can); rather, it would seem that there are óaspectsô 

of such experiences which are not descriptive in the way in which other 

experiences can normally be captured by descriptions, yet these features are 

concept-like. They are concept-like because such experiences are not like 

                                                 
59 As will be argued in Chapter 5, this example is a particular problem case for the congenitally 

blind óseeingô with the aid of a tactile vision substitution system.  
60 It is a moot point because though they donôt have a language, they may have descriptive 

concepts even if they lack one of our ways of giving expression to how they take things to be. 
61 Length would seem to be a clear case of a descriptive capacity, which depends on an 

inferential background. Fodor has supplied an example which makes this seem doubtful. (See 

Chapter 8). 
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Jamesôs óblooming, buzzing confusionô; they seem to have an intrinsic 

structure. These features of experience will be called sensational aspects or (to 

change the terminology for variation) primordial contents. Such concepts are 

sensational because they seem to capture essentially ófeltô aspects of 

experiences; they are primordial because they are concepts which are 

unavailable on the high-level descriptive terms of the inferentialist proposal. 

Because experiences may be fixed by sensational as well as descriptive content, 

we do not need to take on board the inferentialist proposal holus bolus - a better 

strategy is consider better ways of formulating the relation between experience 

and content. To suggest that the only concepts which are relevant to the fixation 

of experiential content are descriptive concepts might already be to beg the 

question in favour of the inferentialist proposal.  

 There is a sense in which the inferentialist proposal does not capture all 

aspects of experience. The various high-level features seem distinguishable. A 

dogôs experience, for instance, might involve representational factors, but very 

little else; a very low-level experience of a pre-linguistic infant might not 

involve even that. The experience of looking at some objects with one eye, then 

both, may result in the representational features of the experience remaining the 

same but something else about the experience noticeably shifting. Such cases 

are much more ambiguous and unclear than the case of Sherlock Holmes and 

the cigar-band. In the latter case descriptive concepts fixing appropriate 

representational features seem mostly relevant but in the cases just mentioned, 

the experiences are marked by a variety of influences, of greater and lesser 

degrees of sophistication. If the various high-level features can be separated 

from experience there might be a case for claiming that none are necessary and 

sufficient for content, and thus, there may be a case for claiming that they leave 

behind an experiential residue.  

 By joining the account of concepts above with the elaborated taxonomy of 

experiential content, we can say that at some very low-level degree of 

sophistication, some aspects of experiences are just felt, not described and not 

represented; they are conceptualised as ósensedô aspects. Such is the case with 

the monocular/binocular visual scene above. There seems to be a qualitative 

feature to such an experience which is not captured on any of the high-level 

terms delineated. Such also might be the case with aspects of the experiences of 

unsophisticated animals and infants. Indeed, that there might be a graduation of 

kinds of ways in which experiential content might be fixed, may give support to 

the continuum view, not to the inferentialist proposal nor the observational 

account. The sense in which we seemed to be faced with a choice between 

either inferential factors and non-inferential factors at the beginning of this 

book, may have been an overly superficial way of looking at the issue of 

experience and content. Once this is admitted, of course, one begins to take 

seriously the continuum account advocated.  

 The continuum account doesnôt assert that there is no fully-fledged 
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descriptive content brought to bear on experiences. It says that there can be 

aspects of experiences which are not descriptive but sensational. Also, it 

doesnôt assert that all sensational contents are entirely non-inferential. It 

suggests that some features of such experiences are simply not in this category. 

All the view advanced claims is that there are a number of different ways in 

which differentially sophisticated organisms are presented with properties and a 

number of ways in which such properties are fixed into concepts, and only some 

of those ways have aspects which are properly descriptive or inferential. It is 

claimed here that most of the arguments for the radical inferentialist account do 

not, in effect, rule out the case for the continuum possibility. It is only by the 

latter that we can shorten what we earlier saw Fodor call the óetiological routeô 

between observation and knowledge. The usual story is put in either/or terms: 

either experiences are made possible by the imposition of high-level features of 

cognition (the inferentialist proposal) or experiences are óbuilt upô from 

non-inferential sense data (the observational account). However, I claim this 

kind of dichotomous treatment of the issue is superficial and misleading. 

 A further preliminary point that needs to be made is this: utilising the notion 

of concepts which are not descriptive, only sensational, translates naturally to a 

similar view of beliefs. It is suggested animals and infants might largely fix 

beliefs about some low-level experiences like colours etc., largely through 

concepts of this sensational kind. There are, then, possibly more than two ways 

in which experiences can be said to originate, and more than two ways in which 

experiences are fixed into beliefs: not only through inference from background 

knowledge involving descriptive concepts or through a supposed 

non-inferential direct action on the senses. There may be a middle road here. 

Perhaps some primitive animal or infant-like experiences are underpinned by 

qualitatively different sorts of concepts and different sorts of beliefs - concepts 

and beliefs which have very little to do with high-level linguistic propositional 

and representational judgements but everything to do with sensational 

appearances. Perhaps these concepts and beliefs act as evolutionary constraints 

upon the structure of our experience and high-level concept development, 

learning and so on. If this can be established then perhaps experiences can, after 

all, be said to be observational in some important sense. This will be a welcome 

conclusion. For it seems fairly obvious that experiential concepts are, at some 

level, simply observational and sensational to a degree regardless of what some 

philosophers say. 

2.13 Conclusion 

Three central reasons have been given for reconsidering the claims of the 

inferentialist proposal: 

 (1) High-level features (like linguistic propositional judgements) are not 
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always present in experiences of unsophisticated creatures like animals and 

infants. 

 (2) The terms of the inferentialist proposal can be individuated and separated, 

so there seems to be grounds for considering a more subtle account of the 

relationship between high-level factors and experiential content. 

 (3) Observationally-fixed experiential content would prima facie seem to 

have survival advantages over inferentially-fixed experience. 

 These points raise three key issues: the separability of the features of 

high-level inference; evolutionary considerations; and the matter of the 

rationalist underpinnings of this account of experience and content. Various 

degrees of high-level input have been outlined: linguistic propositional 

judgements, theoretically informational and representational judgements and 

non-representational or impurely sensational aspects. It was claimed that 

because such features can be distinguished, there are grounds for reconsidering 

the terms of the inferentialist proposal.  
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3. Experience and Language 

There is a ólinguisticô factor in seeing ... Unless there were this linguistic 

element, nothing we ever observed could have relevance for our knowledge. 

We could not speak of significant observations: nothing seen would make 

sense, and microscopy would only be a kind of kaleidoscopy. For what is it 

for things to make sense other than for descriptions of them to be composed 

of meaningful sentences?62 

Language, meaning and experience 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In the last two chapters, the inferentialist proposal and the observational 

account were outlined as rival views of content. A continuum view of content 

was compared with these more traditional views.  

 There was a common theme in these introductory chapters. When 

undertaking both tasks, it was shown how important the imposition of 

high-level features were to an adequate account of experience. As argued, 

unless perceptual experience involved high-level features, the discrimination of 

objects and events in the world would not be possible. It is on this kind of 

argument that the inferentialist proposal relies, and it is enough of an argument 

to cast in doubt any fully observational account. Moreover, it is probably the 

intuitive acceptability of this kind of argument along with the influence of early 

rationalist thought and the unacceptable consequences that the observational 

account has in legitimating positivism, foundationalism and the sense data 

theory, that has made the inferentialist proposal the received dogma in much of 

contemporary thought.  

 There is another reason why the inferentialist proposal has become the 

received dogma. The inferentialist view of content has come about by 

conflating the high-level nature of language with a full and complete 

understanding of experience. This mistake has given the notion of content its 

present epistemic and propositional bias. This has come about because a 

                                                 
62 N. R. Hanson, Patterns of Discovery, p. 25. 
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positivist account of observational terms has been unable to offer a fully 

adequate account of how such terms get their meanings. Attempts to suggest a 

better account of the meanings of observational terms has made 

theory-ladenness a necessary condition of meaningful language use. However, 

as an unforeseen consequence of this move, language and theory-ladenness has 

come to be associated with observational experience. This, in turn, has 

amounted to the conflation of high-level descriptions in a language being said 

to capture the nature of observational experience. This move will be criticised 

in this chapter, as it is one of the weak links in the inferentialistôs position. But 

to make this criticism, it is first necessary to go into the issue of the relation 

between observational and theoretical terms.  

3.2 Observational and theoretical terms 

It is not obvious that our ideas about observational predicates need to be 

revised. It is less clear why theory-ladenness needs to be incorporated in an 

account of the meaning of observational terms. If theory-ladenness is seen to be 

a necessary condition of the use of observational predicates, then the oft-used 

and familiar distinction between observational and theoretical terms would 

seem to collapse. The reason for this is not obvious however, as the differences 

between observational and theoretical terms seem so great: 
 

Prima facie it looks as though there is an important difference between such 

putative O- [observational] terms as ó... is warm.ô and such putative 

T-[theoretical] terms as ó... is an electronô. One can grasp the meaning of ó... 

is warmô without having to learn any scientific theory and one can apply the 

term on the basis of oneôs perceptual experience with a high degree of 

justified confidence. By contrast, to learn what is meant by óelectronô one has 

to have at least partial mastery of a complex scientific theory. And 

furthermore, one does not sense the presence of electrons in the way that one 

senses that something is warm. One has to use sophisticated equipment to 

detect the presence of electrons and oneôs judgement that one has detected 

electrons is risky in that it presupposes a host of theoretical assumptions.63 

 

It would also seem that O-terms are semantically and epistemically privileged 

whereas T-terms are not: ó... is warmô (or, at least, ófeels warmô), can be given 

through ostensive training and in eventually being able to make such 

discriminations one can be said to óknowô such things through direct 

experience. It is not the case that T-terms can be experienced or learnt in such a 

ódirectô manner.  

 There are other good reasons to preserve the distinction which would seem 

well-motivated: the meaning of O-terms would presumably remain constant 

through theory change if the two (óOô and óTô terms ) were genuinely 

                                                 
63 W. Newton-Smith, The Rationality of Science, p. 22. 
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different.64 Tied to the immediacy of experience, observational terms such as 

ó... is warmô would remain unaltered even if the composite superstructural 

scaffolding of T-terms surrounding it happened to shift. They could thus have a 

role in adjudicating and resolving clashes of theoretical opinion. This seemed to 

be a safe way of keeping some bedrock of knowledge in the face of the whims 

and fancies displayed in the motions of theoretical progress. Also, the 

separation of the two avoids having to presuppose theoretical assumptions in 

the articulation of observational terms: being supposedly theory-neutral, these 

could be rendered free of such corruptions and, hence, could be the foundation 

for resolving disputes at the higher (theoretical) level. 

 As Newton-Smith notes, the difference here between such terms was 

defended as a ódifference in kind and not a difference in degree.ô65 But the 

sharpness of this difference simply did not hold up to close scrutiny: the 

characterisation of an observational term as something which had its meaning 

obtained without the aid of theoretical assumptions amounted to a term which 

could be understood without the aid of technical instruments, but, instead, 

directly in experience. This is far from true, however, as the example of the 

weight of an object makes clear.  

3.3 Problems with the observational account of meanings 

If we say that an object can be determined as having a certain weight, it is 

unclear that this can be said without reference to some scale or other technical 

device. Even if we restrict ourselves to weight as a mere sensation, say, the 

ófeelô of a heavy pair of boots on our feet, we do not thereby explain the 

meaning of óweight.ô In fact, we risk, thereby, ruling out as weightless, objects 

which were not felt in this manner, and which we would surely wish to say have 

weight in some important sense. If we thence appeal to that property observed 

through the medium of technical instruments as instead, some general feature of 

the world, we have then no reason not to admit other properties obtained in this 

manner (like ófieldsô, óelectronsô, óforcesô, óquarksô, and so on), which are 

usually deemed ótheoreticalô terms and also mathematical descriptions of them 

(óweightô becomes, then: w=mg ). If there is a difference between observational 

and theoretical terms then it is not a difference in kind, because the 

óobservationalô terms collapse ultimately into theoretical ones. 

 The complete rejection of the sharp distinction here, for those that opted for 

its rejection, admitted the idea that all observational terms are theory-laden. If 

observational terms and theoretical terms were not easily separated then it 

would seem that what went for the one, went for the other. Just as óis a quarkô 

needed a systematic body of theoretical beliefs and generalisations, so did terms 

referring to weight, colour and so on which were usually considered 

                                                 
64 This is what Fodor hints at - see quotation, p. 20.  
65 Newton-Smith, op. cit., p. 23. 
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óobservationalô or ósensoryô, and the dependence on this theoretical 

superstructure was a matter of degree. For instance, a person had to see weight 

as a relatively stable property and not something which didnôt change 

depending on the colour of the object considered or didnôt alter in wet weather 

or on certain odd-numbered days of the year. But if this was so, then the closer 

an observational term was to the centre of a theoretical network, the more likely 

it was to change or be revised by a change in theory. 

 The long term implication of observational terms being theory-laden was 

that, all observation reports are revisable, even such banal reports as: óthe 

counter now reads 4ô; and, being revisable, more likely than not there was a 

case for thinking that such observation terms could not be compared with each 

other (the notorious doctrine of óincommensurabilityô). Just as such theoretical 

terms as ómassô in different theoretical structures did not mean the same thing 

(cf. Newtonian and Einsteinian theory) so too terms like óweightô or óthe 

counter now reads 4ô could mean different things in different theoretical 

circumstances. This seems counterintuitive, but is a plausible inference from 

the rejection of positivism and the conflation of observational and theoretical 

terms. 

 But there was another, less intuitive, consequence. Observational reports 

being theory-laden came to mean, for some, that observational experiences 

were so as well. Hence, we have Feyerabend arguing: 
 

The only difference between a blind person and a seeing person consists in 

the fact that the first one uses a different part of a theory (or some of the 

consequences of the theory) as his observation language.66  

 

This sort of move presents inferentialism in a new dress. The theory-ladenness 

of observational terms has come to signify the legitimacy of the idea that there 

is no observational experience outside making high-level theoretically 

informational judgements and propositional linguistic judgements. So, on this 

view, not only is the observational account seen as flawed because it ignores the 

importance of high-level categories in fixing experiential content, it also seems 

that this assumes the essential distinction between observational terms and 

observational experiences where the inferentialist conflates this distinction. The 

rest is recent history. 

 The issue of the rejection of the positivist account of observational terms and 

the consequences this has for an adequate account of experience will be dealt 

with in Chapter 9. For now it should be noted how the inferentialist proposal 

arrives at this view, and how, in the hands of those imbued with the spirit of the 

inferentialist proposal, it can lead to startling consequences. 

                                                 
66 P. K. Feyerabend, óAn Attempt at a Realistic Interpretation of Experienceô, in Realism, 

Rationalism and Scientific Method, Philosophical Papers, Vol.1, p. 33. 
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3.4 Experiences and meanings: the sleight of hand unveiled  

 

The comparative merits the inferentialist proposal had over the observational 

account were presented in an earlier chapter. Now there is an additional claim 

made in support of inferentialism. Not only is some conceptual ability 

necessary for the observational recognition of objects, observational terms also 

require high-level concepts. However, it is here that we have struck a snag. For 

if it is admitted that all observational terms are theoretically laden and if we 

admit that high-level features are important for experiential content, it seems an 

easy move from this to saying that all observational experiences are 

theoretically laden, and this seems nothing short of a fallacy. It also leaves us 

with the kind of counterintuitive remark that Feyerabend makes about the 

sighted and the blind.  

 This move is clearly far too swift. The idea that the language of observational 

reports should be theoretically imbued is explicitly tied to experiences 

themselves being theoretically imbued and vice versa. But surely there is some 

confusion here: observational language is not observational experience, just as 

the token expression of a pain (ópainô) is not a pain. Whether observational 

terms are theory-laden or not seems a shortfall from the claim that observational 

experiences are so as well. Experiences are not meanings.  

 There do, in fact, seem to be several ambiguities concerning the 

theory-ladenness thesis in relation to experience and observational terms. This 

may explain some of the confusion. On the one hand, the theory-ladenness 

thesis seems to say that one sees only what one has theoretically structured 

linguistic concepts for. On the other hand, it seems to say that one can only see 

what one expects to see as determined by oneôs background theory. (The 

Feyerabend quote above seems [literally!] to imply this second interpretation). 

But clearly, the theory-ladenness of observational terms, at best, only implies 

the first application to experiences, not necessarily the second. The second 

application seems to require much stronger argument. (This seems to require 

that language, in some sense, precedes or occurs concurrently with content.) A 

second ambiguity here concerns the assumed equivalence between the meaning 

of observational terms and the experiences that such terms stand for. Given the 

several levels of ambiguity, what can be legitimately asserted from all this? 

 The point of any conflation between experience and the theory-ladenness of 

observational terms has a simple explanation. In order to communicate about 

anything one needs to have a basis of recognition; for example, the scientist 

experimenting with electrical currents will recognise aspects of phenomena 

which the non-expert does not. The recognition amounts to the phenomena 

having a recognisable meaning for the scientist and not the non-scientist. 

óHaving a recognisable meaningô in part, of course, requires sharing the same 

theory. (For a scientist who knows about theories of electricity, certain 

experiences will mean more.) Thus, all significant experiences must have a 
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theoretically-imbued meaning to be experiences for us. So, language, or at least 

meaning, is crucially involved in having experiences. H. I. Brown has argued 

this point by drawing an analogy with reading a text: 
 

[We must] recall that we are concerned with perception as a source of 

information: whatever it is that we óreally seeô when we are reading, it is only 

the meaning of what we see that can become part of our knowledge, just as 

when I observe familiar objects or laboratory phenomena it is only the 

meaning of these objects that is relevant to what we know. If there are bare, 

meaningless data, the very fact that they are meaningless makes them 

non-significant and irrelevant to knowledge.67 

 

As a claim that experiences can be meaningful, this seems fairly 

uncontroversial and uninteresting. However, this claim can be read in another 

way; namely, that experiences are like meanings in some sense. And this seems 

rather less than obvious. Here Brown could be interpreted as making the 

stronger claim - ruling as ónon-significantô any experience which is not 

meaning-like. Read in this way it is a very odd argument indeed. Would the 

experience of óredô be significant or non-significant on Brownôs view? It would 

seem that he must be committed to saying that it was non-significant, a view 

which seems rather paradoxical. For, why is the term of significance here the 

high-level factor of meaning? When animals and infants experience colours 

isnôt their experience significant in some sense even though they have no 

facility with language? If not, it would make animals and infants experientially 

in vacuo. Yet this seems far from obvious; it seems indeed to be an argument for 

some kind of linguistic chauvinism. The extent of this chauvinism and its 

implications for animal experiences will be outlined in Chapter 7. 

 The point here is not that Brown is committed to a view like this, but simply 

that given the multiple levels of ambiguity concerning the theory-dependence 

of observational terms, the claim could be read in this way. It could be read in a 

way which legitimated a very strong sense in which features of high-level 

inference are necessary for experiential content. It could, for instance, be read in 

a way which stipulated perception as being propositional in some way which 

was language-like. (Such a view seems to lie behind Hansonôs remarks at the 

beginning of this chapter and Feyerabendôs comment cited earlier.) My point is 

that, given the levels of ambiguity, it is easy to fall into the trap of the 

inferentialist proposal, and assert that observational experiences, not just 

observational terms, need to be invested with high-level features such as 

propositions, representations, theory and background knowledge.  

 There is, of course, a historical reason for meanings, language and 

theory-ladenness having been tied up with experience, and it has largely been 

due to a subtle but pervasive confusion. The historical reason is as much a 

                                                 
67 H. I. Brown, Perception, Theory and Commitment, pp. 88-9.  
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contributing factor to the inferentialist proposal as the rampant rationalism 

discussed in Chapter 1. (I owe some of the following points to G. J. OôBrien.) 

 When W. V. O. Quine was busy attacking the positivist movement earlier this 

century, he was attacking the idea of the óbuilding blockô approach to 

semantics, where ósimplesô, expressions which denoted facts, could be piled up 

on top of one another to yield meaningful sentences. On some views of science, 

these statements could be independently verified by virtue of their empirical 

atomic structure. Quine claimed that this was the wrong sort of picture: the unit 

of meaning of science, particularly, was a holistic network where observational 

terms óface[d] the tribunal of sense experience not individually but only as a 

corporate body.ô68 In this case, the theoretical/observational distinction in 

language was an elastic distinction, and, like every other facet of language, 

amenable to large-scale review and adjustments to the overall network of 

scientific discourse. Observational and theoretical terms were properly 

distinctions of ódegreeô in having a certain proximity in the network, either 

closer to, or farther from the outer sensory field. The important thing to note is 

that here the theoretical-observation distinction was a feature of language and 

was not confused with experience. Unfortunately, however, the important 

innovation of meaning holism did not stop there. 

3.5 The conflation of experience and high-level descriptions  

 

This view of theoretical and observational terms and experience was not the 

same in Hansonôs work some time later. The issue of observational terms in 

language clearly became conflated with observational experience: 
 

Our visual sensations may be ósetô by language forms; how else could they be 

appreciated in terms of what we know? Until they are so appreciated they do 

not constitute observation: they are more like the buzzing confusion of 

fainting or the vacant vista of aimless staring through a railway window. 

Knowledge of the world is not a montage of sticks, stones, colour patches and 

noises but a system of propositions.69  

 

Language, on this view, was the bearer of content; it became a necessary and 

sufficient condition for observational experience. The observational situation 

doesnôt bring about experiences unless ósetô by language. Paul Churchland has 

a similar view when he says that our experiences, our óperceptual judgmentsô, 

are structured and organised by an underlying conceptual framework given by a 

language; a framework rooted:  
 

... not in the nature of the perceptual environment ... but rather in the structure 

                                                 
68 W. V. O. Quine, óTwo Dogmas of Empiricism,ô in From a Logical Point of View, p. 41. 
69 N. R. Hanson, op. cit., p. 26. 



 

  78 

and content of our common language, and in the process by which each child 

acquires the normal use of that language.70  

 

A significant move has been made here and might easily go unnoticed. The 

holism thesis, with very little pushing, tells two very different stories. The idea 

that the systems of beliefs that a person holds might be expressed in the 

statements of a language lying at remote distances on óan infinite connected 

graphô71 is one thing. The idea that these statements can simultaneously be 

construed as the (now familiar) idea that each location or ónodeô on the graph 

corresponds to óthe entailments of [a] theory [and the] semantically significant 

relations that hold among its theorems; inferential relations, evidence relations, 

and so forthô72 is quite another. However, the upshot of this view is that since 

experiences are fixed into beliefs by theory and so on, experiences are 

inexorably theoretical and not observational. Experience, in Hansonôs, 

Feyerabendôs and Churchlandôs view, is importantly holistic in this second, 

stronger sense: to be actually bound up, without residue, with the nature of our 

linguistic descriptions and the conceptual and theoretical network that contains 

such descriptions. Once this move is made, it is a relatively easy jump from this 

inferentialist construal of the situation, to the following more typical 

consequences that are often said to hold between observational terms, the 

underlying framework of such terms and observational experiences: 
 

Meaningful observational terms, therefore, will always be embedded within 

some set of assumptions. And ... those assumptions will always be 

speculative and corrigible. Meaningful observational terms, we seem bound 

to conclude, will always be laden with theory.73 

 

[T]he meaning of the relevant observation terms has nothing to do with the 

intrinsic qualitative identity of whatever sensations just happen to prompt 

their non-inferential application in singular empirical judgements. Rather, 

their position in semantic space appears to be determined by the network of 

sentences containing them accepted by the speakers who use them.74 

[T]he view that the meaning of our common observation terms is given in, or 

determined by, sensation must be rejected outright, and ... we are left with 

networks of belief as bearers or determinants of understanding.75 

 

The óineffableô pink of oneôs current visual sensation may be richly and 

precisely expressible as a ó95Hz/80Hz/80Hz chordô in the relevant triune 

cortical system...This more penetrating conceptual framework may even 

                                                 
70 P. M. Churchland, Scientific Realism and the Plasticity of Mind, p. 7.  
71 J. A. Fodor, óObservation Reconsidered,ô p. 26. 
72 Loc. cit. 
73 P.M. Churchland, óPerceptual Plasticity and Theoretical Neutrality,ô p. 183. 
74 P.M. Churchland, op. cit., (1979) pp. 11-12. 
75 Ibid., p. 13. 
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displace the common sense framework as the vehicle of intersubjective 

description and spontaneous introspection. Just as a musician can learn to 

recognize the constitution of heard musical chords, after internalizing the 

general theory of their internal structure, so we may learn to recognize, 

introspectively, the n - dimensional constitution of our subjective sensory 

qualia, after having internalized the general theory of their internal 

structure.76 

 

The emphasis does not really need to be spelt out: the examples here show how 

quickly and easily features of high-level inference have percolated through 

perceptual content. The quotations above begin with an innocent enough claim 

about the theory-ladenness of observational terms and then go on to reject 

sensation as being the bearer of semantic content. With sensations órejected 

outrightô, however, the claims then move from the idea that networks of beliefs 

(as expressed in sentences) are the bearers of understanding, to the suggestion 

that sensations themselves are replaceable by internalising new belief networks 

or theories. Observational experience is thereby replaced with descriptions in 

the context of high-level beliefs, theories and language. The astounding claim is 

made here that because sensations do not bear on content at all, a common sense 

language of sensational content can be replaced by a better theoretical basis. 

Both language and sensations are thereby seen as replaceable by better 

descriptions. But this is not an isolated view: Hanson, Churchland and 

Feyerabend are not alone in making this philosophical sleight of hand; Sellars is 

in this camp too, as previous passages quoted have shown. And there are many 

others.  

 The turning point for this sleight of hand seems to be the factor of language, 

but once this has been embraced, other high-level features - theoretically 

informational judgements, descriptive concepts, etc. - follow. The flaw here is 

that once sensations are seen as being linked with high-level features, such as 

theories and language, and if theories and language are taken to be holistic and 

not immune from revision, the next step is to see sensational experiences 

themselves as theoretical and revisable. This move naturally leads down the 

slippery slope of eliminative materialism and to the rejection of the view that 

there is any content to sensory experiences at all.  

 The implications of such passages should be noted: it must be remembered 

that descriptive concepts which are expressed in the propositional content of a 

language are a crucial feature of one important and influential approach to the 

fixation of experiential content. Such passages then not only belie a confused 

connection between language, experience and meanings, they also 

wholeheartedly embrace the tenets of the inferentialist proposal. And, if the 

inferentialist proposal is true then animals and infants are experientially in 

vacuo and experiences cannot be fixed observationally. Instead, experiences 
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necessarily require the input of high-level features. These points were 

mentioned earlier. The suggestion now is that the collapsing of the 

theory-dependence of language with the theory-dependence of experience is 

rather less than satisfactory, if it is meant to be a justification of this position. It 

seems, instead, a rather simple and obvious philosophical error. What has 

happened here is that various philosophers have confused the point that 

high-level features (such as language) are important for experiences at one 

level, with the inferentialistôs stress that high-level features generally are both 

necessary and sufficient for any kind of content at all. However, in view of what 

has already been said in support of a continuum account of content, this seems 

to be a very unconvincing move. What seems to have gone unnoticed here is 

that (i) experiences are not exclusively language-like, and (ii) though important 

for experience, high-level features generally are not thereby necessary and 

sufficient for content.  

 Consideration of cognitively unsophisticated animal and infant experience is 

surely enough to question the conflation of language and experience, thereby 

undermining the inferentialist proposal. Consideration of low-level content is 

enough to challenge the idea that all experiences are high-level. Neglecting 

point (i) above would be to commit oneself to something like a Kantian account 

of content (and a Cartesian view of animals); neglecting (ii) would be to go 

some way towards supporting an eliminativist thesis which seems prima facie 

untenable. Both of the above points need to be considered in any adequate 

account of experience. The inferentialist proposal, it seems, has neglected both 

of them with its conflation of language and observational experience, and 

therefore, needs serious revision. 

3.6 Consequences of the inferentialist proposal 

The subtle confusion between the theory-dependence of observational terms 

and the theory-dependence of observational experience has been outlined. It has 

also shown how this confusion lends superficial support for the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. However, adopting this move uncritically leads to 

counterintuitive outcomes. One of the outcomes is that animals and infants have 

to be seen as creatures without experiences (rationalism); another is that since 

experiences are seen as being language-like, they are also seen to be replaceable 

by better descriptions of content (eliminativism). Conflating language and 

experience is clearly a move that has considerable ramifications.  

 This whole story has major ramifications for the distinction between theory 

and observation, and its bearing on experiential content. For if the view that no 

theoretical description of experience is immune from revision is bound up with 

the view that experience has no content outside the internalisation of theories, 

then óthe speculative tail can wag the ... observational dog.ô77 A change in 
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theory ultimately translates into a change in experience and there can be better 

theories about experiential content and also worse ones. No fixed points of 

revisability means, in effect, no qualitative, non-theoretical content. In other 

words, the observational dog has been lost to its theoretical tail. A better 

metaphor for this, perhaps, is Campbellôs ógreat Gippsland worm, with head 

and tail merging in one continuous, homogeneous structure.ô78  

 As stressed before, the inferentialist proposal is not entirely faulty. Some of it 

is substantially correct. The meanings of our observational terms are inferential 

in the required sense, because ómeaningô is, inevitably (even trivially) 

propositional in form. However, it doesnôt follow that perceptual experiences 

are entirely inferential or propositional and necessarily involve óhigh-levelô 

considerations. There are plausible reasons for being cautious here. The 

taxonomy of experiential content offered in the previous chapter suggests that 

these influences can actually be separated. Propositional content can be 

disjoined from representational content and sensational content can be 

separated from other high-level features. The intuition that experiential content 

is observationally fixed is, in a way, legitimised. Observational content, in my 

view, is importantly sui generis to high-level inferential content in some sense. 

Moreover, this has major ramifications for oneôs philosophy of mind and 

perception, leading us from the inferentialist proposal to a continuum view of 

content.  

 It seems that we must say this because the inferentialist proposal leads us 

inevitably to absurd conclusions. From the above brief analysis, it is clear that 

the relationship between experience and high-level factors has become what 

might be called inferential linguisticism: the doctrine that experience is 

dependent on a theoretical background of language. This, as we have 

previously seen, is part of the high-level content and a mainstay of the 

inferentialist proposal. It is also clear that this view cannot be true, if it is 

considered in relation to the experiences of animals, pre-linguistic children and 

us, when we undergo certain low-level experiences. (In what sense, after all, 

does the experience of one object being next to another require language?) It 

does not seem that theoretically informational or propositional, linguistic 

judgments have much to do with experiences in such cases, though they seem 

experiences with content nonetheless. The fully inferentialist story in such 

cases seems simply wrong.  

 An alternative picture is far more plausible. To remove the absurdities from 

this view that high-level features, such as language, are necessary for 

experiential content, something like a phylogenetic argument must be made. 

This appeal places experiential content of all creatures along an evolutionary 

continuum, and claims that the various high-level factors influence experiential 

content to various degrees. An argument against the thrust of the inferentialist 
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proposal in relation to animal experiences has been recently expressed by 

Mortensen and Nerlich: 
 

[I]t is very hard to believe that a sensory experience amounts in the end to 

something whose information content is wholly verbalisable. For one thing, it 

makes it difficult to explain how homo sapiens is an evolved creature. Dumb 

animals, from which we are descended, are known to have similar 

sensory-processing apparatus to ourselves, certainly at the cortical level.79  

 

Reasons why the sensory is óradically unlike the verbalô will be looked at in 

later chapters. Cases where the sensory is unlike the other features of high-level 

content will be examined as well. My claim will be that engaging the 

importance of evolutionary considerations in this context is a necessary way of 

keeping the relationship between high-level considerations and experiential 

content in some sort of perspective. 

 The inferentialist proposal is underpinned by the assumption that the 

imposition of features of high-level inference is more important to experience 

than the qualitative content of sensation. This certainly explains the impetus 

behind the philosophical sleight of hand outlined - a kind of rationalism is once 

again rife in contemporary circles. Moreover, if the historical characterisation 

of experience and language mentioned is a correct one, then it also explains 

why the collapsing of theoretical and observational terms simultaneously 

effected a collapse between observational terms and observational experience, 

and why the latter fell noiselessly under the aegis of theories, propositional 

contents and background knowledge along with its semantic counterpart. Yet 

this seems too quick a move. I am not alone in thinking that there has been an 

unfortunate sleight of hand here:  
 

The result of this conflation of language and experience is that any attempt to 

distinguish between observational and theoretical language, on the one hand, 

and observational language and experience, on the other, is caught in a 

vicious circle: because all language is saturated with theory, then 

observational language will always be theory-laden, (from Quine); and 

because observational language is always theory-laden, all observational 

experience will also be dependent on theory (from Hanson and Churchland). 

The circle is complete when we note that because all observational 

experience is theory-laden, then any language we use to describe that 

experience will also inexorably be imbued with theory. There is not much 

solace here for the apologist of theory-neutral observational experience, let 

                                                 
79 They go on to add: óAnother consideration leading to the same point is that what is verbally 

expressible about human sensory information falls far short of what we can discern differences 

between; for example, fine differences in shades of colour, or complex gestalts like facial 

appearances or expressions. That is why police identikit pictures are much more useful than the 

accompanying description ... ideas like these are doubtless what is behind the intuition that the 

sensory is just radically unlike the verbal.ô C. Mortensen and G. Nerlich, Aspects of 

Metaphysics, pp. 1- 2. 
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alone theory-neutral observation language.80 

 

Regardless of the historical reasons for the move, and whether or not the 

position admits of a vicious explanatory circle, the general malaise described 

here is close to the heart of contemporary philosophy and it needs to be 

remedied. As OôBrien notes, it is not just a problem of separating 

theory-ladenness from observational language, but language and 

theory-ladenness from observational experience. Paul Feyerabendôs comments 

demonstrate a rather nasty instance of the affliction outlined: 
 

Experience arises together with theoretical assumptions and not before them, 

and an experience without theory is just as incomprehensible as is (allegedly) 

a theory without experience: eliminate part of the theoretical knowledge of a 

sensing subject and you have a person who is completely disorientated and 

incapable of carrying out the simplest action.81  

 

There is clearly something wrong here for essentially simpler reasons: theories, 

concepts, language and their descriptive ilk have been irrevocably bound up as 

necessary requirements for sensing subjects, and the idea of any reasonable 

conception of a sensing subject is claimed to be quite óincomprehensibleô 

without such high-level mediations. However, would the removal of theoretical 

knowledge from a dog entail that the animal is entirely incapable of 

experiencing the world? Hardly. It seems easy to grant that dogs donôt have 

theories about the world in any precise sense agreeable to inferential 

linguisticism; dogs do not (plausibly) make theoretically informational, nor 

linguistically propositional judgments. But it seems simply bizarre to suggest 

that they canôt have contentful experiences because they have no such features. 

Reductio ad absurdum. This must mean that the inferentialist proposal needs to 

be substantially revised or reformed: contentful observational experience is 

importantly different to theories, concepts and language in some important 

sense. It is just that the important sense in which it is different seems 

unavailable on the terms of the inferentialist proposal.  

 It is clear what has happened here: the collapsing of the theory-dependence of 

observational terms to the theory-dependence of observational experience has 

simultaneously collapsed the quite legitimate separability between the various 

elements of high-level inference. As we saw earlier, however, propositional 

content could be understood independently of language as representational 

judgments. And, inference could be understood independently of the influence 

of sophisticated background knowledge. Here, however, the sense in which 

experience needs high-level features, has been confused with the necessity of 

such features for the intelligibility of language. This innocent ócarry overô has 
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thus left contentful observational experience being defined by such features and 

no other. Experience has thus come to be seen in terms of both linguistic, 

propositional and theoretically informational judgments. It is this which has 

engaged us to consider the absurd situation in which some creatures who do not 

have language do not have experiences, or that blind people are deficient only 

in respect of not using a certain part of an observation language, or that the idea 

of a ósensing subjectô without theory is óincomprehensible.ô  

 An overly sophisticated account of experiential content is as much a mistake 

as using language as the sole arbiter of beliefs. The strategy best adopted is to 

take a levels-of-content approach and to treat the importance of high-level 

features in decreasing orders of magnitude from sophisticated to very primitive 

experiences. In relation to primitive experiences, instead of arguing that all 

experience is vitally underpinned by high-level considerations, one can argue 

that only some experiences are. Experience can have a sensational aspect; 

which, far from being óbare and meaningless and irrelevant to knowledgeô82 is 

in some sense still crucial for it. There may be aspects of experiences which are 

informationally significant, regardless of the input of high-level inferential 

factors and this need not amount to reinforcing foundationalism (see Chapter 10 

for this). Instead of following this sleight of hand mentioned, I shall be drawing 

on the suggestive remark made by Armstrong mentioned in Chapter 1 and 

developed in Chapter 2. Again, the aim is not to rule out the importance of 

inference at a sufficiently high-level, but instead to suggest that features of 

high-level embeddedness is not the only, nor prime, consideration.  

 Ultimately, we want not a dog being wagged by its tail, or a great Gippsland 

worm, but a picture in which both high-level theory and structured, low-level 

observational experiences feature as mutually reinforcing elements of a larger 

story. And this larger story must be the nature of mental content. Because such 

contents are importantly conscious and sensational, we will, inevitably, be 

broaching property dualism. I want to consider a form of property dualism on 

these grounds as still being a serious and workable option. It is claimed here 

there must be some kind of felt properties to certain sensational experiences 

because not all content can be fixed exclusively by high-level influences such 

as language, representational descriptive content and theories. Some of what 

will be said later will, therefore, be relevant to the óqualiaô issue in the 

philosophy of mind. Detailed consideration of such matters will be deferred 

until Part IV. 

3.7 The causal, sensory and epistemic orders 

Isolating a sleight of hand in the terms of the inferentialist proposal has 

displayed a confusion between high-level influences and low-level content. 

This confusion has lead to a seriously misleading characterisation of 

                                                 
82 H. I. Brown, op. cit., p. 88. 



 

  85 

experience.  

 An important result of this is a loss of the distinction between the causal 

origins of experience and the sensory and epistemic outcomes that experiences 

bring. These distinctive features shall be called the causal, sensory and 

epistemic orders. The causal order is simply the stimulus inputs on the sense 

organs, the sensory order is the level at which experiences are sensed or felt, the 

epistemic order is the level at which experience can yield sophisticated reliable 

or unreliable knowledge. On the continuum view of content all these orders are 

central to capturing the nature of contentful experiences.  

 Each complex human experience participates in these orders to a greater or 

lesser extent. However, the low-level experience of evolutionarily primitive 

creatures may participate in only the causal (or causal and sensory) orders. It is 

a plausible point that while conceptually unsophisticated creatures participate 

in the causal order and by and large receive similar perceptual inputs to that of 

more sophisticated creatures, it is nonetheless clear that how that information is 

used is very different. Very sophisticated creatures use sensory information to 

build large-scale conceptual models of the universe; very unsophisticated 

creatures do not. (In the simplest case, such information only achieves reactive 

behavioural responses in such creatures.) The problem with accounts of 

experience and content which ignore such differences is that perceptual data is 

seen predominantly in terms of the construction of meaning and ósignificanceô 

in the acquisition of knowledge but not in other terms. Content is thus seen only 

in terms of its epistemic function, not in terms of its causal function or sensory 

function. The inferentialist proposal has tended to ignore the importance of all 

but the epistemic order.  

 Hansonôs passage at the beginning of this chapter associates ómeaningfulô 

seeing with the formation of sentences in describing the world and gaining 

knowledge; Brownôs passage associates perception simply with epistemic 

significance; Churchlandôs and Feyerabendôs words suggest that perceptual 

data are strongly associated with the structure of language and theories. It goes 

unstated here the extent to which experiences arise concurrently as causes and, 

particularly, as sensations.  

 In inferentialist treatments of content what is generally stressed is only one of 

the functions of perceptual data in an organismôs interaction with the world; 

hence the preoccupation with language, belief networks and theories. But, there 

is, of course, an obvious causal role of perception too: the raw ónerve 

impingingsô as Quine might have it. It is not being suggested here that any of 

the inferentialist theorists that have been mentioned lose sight of this feature, 

only that, by adopting the inferentialist proposal, they are in danger of belittling 

or ignoring its importance.  

 Another more crucial consequence of an inferentialist treatment of content is 

that it ignores the sensory order altogether. At its most extreme, this attitude 

results in the view that because content does not play a sophisticated epistemic 
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role in animal and infant cognition, it does not thereby play a role in the overall 

economy of their experiential states either. This move would be to ignore the 

point made by Armstrong that even though high-level epistemic notions like 

belief are inappropriately applied to such creatures, there is no reason to 

suppose that they are thereby inferior in some sense (Armstrongôs continuum 

metaphor is apposite here). Descartesô views about animals are, of course, an 

extreme example of this tendency, but so are some of the views of some 

contemporary materialist theorists.  

 However, the sensory order has an important selective function and should be 

included in any account of experience and content. The distinction between the 

various orders of content (causal, sensory and epistemic) parallels the 

distinction made earlier between proximal stimulations (which are 

psychologically non-inferential), low-level sensations (qualitative and partially 

inferential) and descriptive content (strongly inferential). 

 There is a clear need for an alternative to the observational account and the 

inferentialist proposal. The observational account was deficient by ignoring the 

important point that experiences have to be organised in some sense involving 

inference. The inferentialist proposal, by contrast, seemed to take the 

importance of high-level factors to the point of overkill. These features are 

over-emphasised and stressed to the extent that intuitions snap: that there are no 

sensing subjects without theory; that the blind are deficient only in respect of an 

observation language; that animals are experientially in vacuo. As mentioned, 

the reason for such claims is possibly historical, involving the rationalist legacy 

of Kant and Descartes, and the move to conflate observational language with 

observational experience. 

 What we have seen in this chapter is the end result of this philosophical slip: 

the holism thesis applied to observational terms has come to help situate 

experiential content in terms captured by linguistic propositional and 

theoretically informational judgments. If what has been argued so far is 

plausible, then this move is misplaced and there may be more to experiential 

content than what the inferentialist account stipulates.  

3.8 Conclusion 
Two major claims have been made in this and the previous chapters: 

 1. It has been argued that the inferentialist proposal rests on a rather confused 

and misleading connection between the theory-ladenness of observational 

terms and the theory-ladenness of observational experience. The effect of this 

confusion has not been insubstantial, tying meanings and language up with 

experiential content. The counter-intuitive consequences of such a confusion 

were obvious, and arguments were presented against this view. It has also been 

argued (in Chapter 1) that the view has historical roots going back to early 

rationalism - at least to the views of Descartes and Kant. This influence has 

been instrumental in making content attributions only along sophisticated, 
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óhigh-levelô criteria. In each case, these supports are of no real comfort for the 

inferentialist proposal even though they have been of major importance in 

keeping the inferentialist myth going. 

 2. The inferentialist proposal is not the only account in which high-level 

considerations are said to influence the content of experience. Another account 

is the continuum view, which holds a substantially weaker claim: that 

experiential content can be characterised by such high-level features only to 

varying degrees. The continuum theory makes up for both the deficiencies of 

the observational account and the excesses of the inferentialist proposal. More 

supports for adopting this approach are developed in the subsequent chapter 

where the relation between belief and experiential content is discussed in detail.
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4. Experience and Belief 

Whenever we talk about perceiving things in our environment or talk about 

perceiving features of things, we can also talk of acquiring knowledge of 

particular facts about these things.83 

 

Total ignorance is not a sufficient condition for total blindness.84 

 

Epistemic and non-epistemic seeing 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The role of beliefs in the content of experience will now be discussed. I will 

attempt to do two things: (i) rule as inadequate an account of experience in 

terms of the belief content of representational judgements; and (ii) show that 

even the notion of a belief can be understood in graduationist terms. By giving a 

fairly precise account of the relationship between belief and experience, it will 

be argued that the most plausible way beliefs influence experiential content is in 

the manner the continuum account specifies.  

4.2 Belief fixation and experience 

Experiences amount to being mental states of some complex kind. This can 

clearly be understood in a number of ways. A continuum approach has been 

advanced in which the content of experiences can be said to be states fixed by a 

number of variously sophisticated and non-exclusive means. The usual 

approach to this issue, however, has been in terms of a choice between two rival 

accounts which disagree over one main feature which is said to be central to 

experiential states. The feature which divides the two views is the role of 

beliefs:  
 

The [rivalling] accounts may conveniently ... be labelled respectively as 

                                                 
83 D. M. Armstrong, Perception and the Physical World, p. 108. 
84 F. I. Dretske, Seeing and Knowing, p. 17. 
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óepistemicô and ónon-epistemicô. The former attempts to analyse seeing (or 

perception generally) in terms of belief (or knowledge) or the acquisition of 

beliefs. According to it, an analysis of seeing things or events necessarily 

involves reference to believing-that, or to seeing-that, which, in turn is 

analysed, partially at least, in terms of believing-that. It is not held, generally, 

that seeing-that can occur without seeing things or events; but it is held that 

the former notion is the fundamental one. One, but not the only, impetus to 

developing this kind of theory is the wish to avoid ... the admission of items 

(sense-data, etc.) that ... are not physical or public items but are nevertheless 

óperceivedô or ósensedô when we perceive physical things and events. 

 

The opposing account holds that there is some basic seeing ... that is 

ónon-epistemicô, i.e., does not necessarily involve acquisition of beliefs (or 

knowledge) and can be adequately analysed without reference to the concept 

of a belief at all. On this view, although someone who sees a thing or event 

may also in fact see-that something, and so acquire some belief, the notion of 

seeing-that must be analysed by reference to the more basic and 

non-epistemic notion, seeing.85 

 

We saw in Chapter 1 that experiences are importantly connected to the notion of 

a belief. Beliefs were shown to be connected to óhigh-levelô abilities - to know 

and describe features of the world; specifically, to form various kinds of 

representational judgements. Given that experiences are always 

underdetermined by sensory arrays, background beliefs help sort out perceptual 

data in a meaningful form. In this chapter the óepistemicô account of perception 

will be compared to Dretskeôs view which allegedly eschews the emphasis on 

beliefs altogether. Jacksonôs contribution to this issue will also be looked at in 

this context. The claim shall be that the epistemic and non-epistemic accounts 

capture features of certain kinds of experiences, and that it is better to combine 

their insights in graduationist terms rather than treat them as rivals. The notion 

of a belief in the óhigh-levelô representational sense - believing-that - receives 

some modification in the discussion that follows.  

4.3 Epistemic seeing: Armstrongôs case 

The óepistemicô view will be recalled as Armstrongôs belief-based account, 

which was outlined briefly in Chapter 1. Armstrong has described the essentials 

of his óepistemicô approach to perception as óthe acquiring of true or false 

information.ô86 For him, this information amounts to propositional states of a 

non-linguistic kind which are also belief states of some kinds, which may be 

either true or false. Armstrongôs sense of ópropositionô has been defined in 

terms of representational judgements. Beliefs are obviously important in this 

context, for, as has been argued on behalf of the inferentialist proposal, 

experiences fix beliefs of certain kinds. The content of Sherlock Holmesôs 

                                                 
85 F. N. Sibley, óAnalysing Seeingô in Perception: A Philosophical Symposium, pp. 81- 2. 
86 D. M. Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of the Mind, p. 224.  



   

  

 

90 

experience of the cigar-band and Jonesôs body, was epistemic in an important 

sense because Holmes could perceptually discriminate objects of knowledge: a 

cigar-band, a dead body, objects in certain relationships, and so on. One could 

also mount a case, as Armstrong does, for saying that experiences have 

propositional features. The epistemic and propositional features are two of the 

important óhigh-levelô influences on experiences.  

 On Armstrongôs account, experiences involve either beliefs about óthe 

current state of our body and environmentô87 or an inference from oneôs current 

belief and background knowledge: óI acquire the belief that there is a certain 

muddy pattern of marks on the floor now, and this causes me to acquire the 

further belief that somebody came in with muddy boots last night.ô88 

Information acquisition by means of belief content is information by means of 

possession of prior concepts: experiences-that something is the case always 

presupposes concepts of some sort, even if, on Armstrongôs view, some 

concepts are ósubverbalô and óperceptualô as would be the case with animal 

experiences.89  

 On the face of it, it would seem implausible to argue that all experiences are 

beliefs-that something is the case. Experiencing perceptual illusions (like the 

bent stick illusion) are cases where what is seen is not what is believed. 

However, Armstrongôs theory offers an account of such experiences too. He 

argues that even if the content of an experience may not correlate with a belief 

that someone holds, it is nonetheless true that there is some informational 

content, some believing-that. A coin may look elliptical from a certain angle, 

for example, even when it is plainly believed to be circular. For Armstrong, this 

would be a case of a ópotentialô belief which is later rejected in the context of 

background knowledge about the laws of perspective. For Armstrong, there is 

no question of complicated proto-mental properties like elliptical sense-data; 

there are only ópotentialô beliefs ówhich we have some tendency, but no more 

than some tendency, to accept.ô90 Experiential content, on his view, is then only 

properly of a representational nature, and the deliverance of sensory inputs is an 

important, but certainly less significant, part of this procedure of belief-fixation. 

The content of experience is not the input, but the beliefs derived thereby. A 

belief in something illusory is, for Armstrong, still a belief, albeit a ópotentialô 

one. Armstrongôs account will be considered again after an outline of the 

opposing position. 

 

                                                 
87 Ibid., p. 210. 
88 Loc. cit. 
89 See ibid., pp. 202 and 210; pp. 341-2. That he must hold this is a result of his rejection of the 

language-like account of the propositional content of beliefs. 
90 Ibid., p. 225. 
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4.4 Non-epistemic seeing: Dretskeôs case  

The second main account mentioned here, the ónon-epistemicô account, is 

formulated in reaction to such a view. Although there is some dispute about the 

interpretation of ónon-epistemicô in this context, this account is best 

exemplified by Dretskeôs work. Dretske rejects the move that identifies seeing 

something to believing that there is something which is seen. On his view, there 

is an important sense in which experiences are not believings. There are at least 

two reasons given for adopting this view. The first is that the relationship 

between believing and seeing is not symmetrical. Believing that something is a 

certain way and not another does not guarantee that experiences which are not 

believings are not seeings: 
 

The fact that we normally do believe something about the things which we 

see in this way is irrelevant. The point I am driving is that our failure to 

believe these things would not, in itself, prevent us from seeing what we see 

in this way. The bewildered savage, transplanted suddenly from his native 

environment to a Manhattan subway station, can witness the arrival of the 

3.45 express as clearly as the bored commuter. Ignorance of X does not 

impair oneôs vision of X; if it did, total ignorance would be largely 

irreparable.91  

 

This kind of argument is not very convincing on its own. It certainly does not 

demonstrate that there are no beliefs or sets of beliefs in such a case. Armstrong, 

of course, can argue that even if the savage were ignorant of features like trains 

in his experience, he would still believe that there was a certain object in his 

experience moving towards him. As his experience has a certain projected 

representational content, it still involves beliefs in Armstrongôs sense. (There is, 

after all, something that the savage sees.) However, this doesnôt seem to be 

Dretskeôs point, despite the misleading example. What he seems to be 

suggesting is that there can be certain aspects of an experience which are not 

belief-like in Armstrongôs sense. The point seems to be that whatever their 

importance, beliefs are not necessary and sufficient for features of experiences 

seeming a certain way.  

 Dretske describes his account as showing that óthere is a way of seeing that is 

devoid of positive belief content.ô 92 By this he means that there is a way of 

seeing in which there is no entailment relation from óS seeing D ôto S believing 

that there is (was) a D that he saw. What brings out Dretskeôs point most clearly 

is the fact that one can have seen the number of distinct letters on the previous 

page, without entailing that one believed anything specific about those letters: 
 

Now I think that the likelihood is that, if you did read the entire page, you saw 

hundreds of different letters... What, then, are the necessary consequences of 

                                                 
91 Dretske, op. cit., p. 8.  
92 Ibid., p. 12. 
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these hundred or so different statements about what you saw? Does each one 

entail that you had a certain belief about the way that letter looked to you? 

During the time that it took you to read the page, did you acquire hundreds of 

distinct beliefs about the assorted letters you saw? Granted, each letter that 

you saw must have looked some way to you, in some sense, but does that 

mean that you had to believe this? Can you remember believing anything of 

the sort?93 

 

Again, Armstrong could reject such an account on the basis that even in this 

circumstance one at least believes that one is seeing words on a page. So, 

Dretske does not rule out a connection between believing and seeing. However, 

does Dretske establish that believing is not necessary and sufficient for seeing? 

With clarifications, it can be shown that he does.  

 What needs to be clarified is the sense of óbeliefô that Dretske is objecting to 

here. His use of óbeliefô throughout Seeing and Knowing constantly refers to 

believing that one saw something, or that something seemed like that. In view 

of this, it would seem obvious that the focus of attack is belief content of the 

kind the óepistemicô account specifies as being crucial to experiences. Dretske 

is reacting to a view of belief as representational judgement; as a belief - that 

something is the case. And a belief-that something is the case, in Armstrongian 

terms, amounts to having representational content. Dretskeôs claim is that some 

experiences can be devoid of a positive belief content of this kind. In this sense, 

of course, the above example shows that one does not necessarily believe 

(represent) anything about each individual letter on the page (one might not 

even notice each individual letter as one reads). There is thus no entailment 

relation between seeing and believing in this case. So, believing-that is not 

necessary and sufficient for all cases of seeing. As shall be shown later, 

however, an important extension of Dretskeôs work would be to take his 

arguments as applying only to this kind of óhigh-levelô representational belief, 

but not another kind of ólow-levelô belief. This would effectively make his view 

a partial non-epistemic account in some sense, not a fully non-epistemic 

account. Indeed, this qualification makes his account a far more coherent 

position for other reasons. It will also require us to revise and broaden the terms 

of the dispute beyond that of the óepistemicô and ónon-epistemicô accounts.  

 There may be a further, independent sense in which Dretskeôs claims are 

instructive. At a certain level, it might be that some features of experiences, 

while informational, are not captured by belief states at all. There may be a 

sense in which some experiences are devoid of not only ópositiveô belief 

contents, but any belief content. Some experiences might involve unnoticed 

seeings, but such cases are far from the kinds of sophisticated experiences 

Dretske uses for his examples. Dretske seems to be suggesting that there is no 

necessary and sufficient connection between seeing and believing; his 

                                                 
93 Ibid., p. 11. 
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examples show that some experiences have features which need not be believed 

(not that they are not believed at all). Dretskeôs claim, then, is not that there can 

be no beliefs in perception, but that there need not be an entailment from 

perceiving to believing in the óhigh-levelô sense of believing: óAll I am 

suggesting ... is that the possession of no particular belief, or set of beliefs, 

constitutes a logically indispensable condition for the individualôs seeing what 

he does.ô94 Elsewhere, he is clear about his aims: 
 

I have not said that S ... can see something without any beliefs; I have only 

said that no particular belief is essential to the seeing. He may have many 

beliefs, and it may be essential (especially in the case of human agents) that 

he have some beliefs in order to qualify for such ómentalisticô predicates as 

ósees so-and-soô. Nonetheless, of no one of those beliefs is it essential that he 

has it.95 

 

For Dretske, possession of high-level representational beliefs are a generally 

necessary condition of being a certain creature which sees, but they are not a 

sufficient condition. To this extent, the label ónon-epistemicô for Dretskeôs 

position is a misnomer. Dretskeôs position is only non-epistemic if oneôs 

conception of belief is of the kind that Armstrong uses to support his account of 

perception; it might be partially epistemic otherwise. As shall be suggested 

later, there might be a sense of belief in which no particular states, objects or 

events in the world are represented, but which still constitute beliefs of some 

very primitive kind, if only because one must be capable of attending to certain 

qualitative features of an experience, even if there is not a particular thing or 

state of affairs that one is attending to. Specifically, the whole question of the 

relation between belief and experience is a matter of emphasis: there may be a 

number of different levels in which beliefs are involved in experiences, ranging 

from Armstrongôs representational sense to low-level ólook-beliefsô, which 

have no representational content but which are still belief-like to some degree, 

and also óunnoticed seeingsô where it makes no sense to speak of them having 

belief content at all. Dretskeôs examples fall into the second category; 

Armstrongôs examples fall into the first category. Certain other cases which 

shall be mentioned later fall into the third category.  

 Does ignorance about a given perceptual situation still imply óa rudimentary 

... elementary belief ... that something is appearing to us in such-and-such a way 

... or that something looks some way to us[?]ô96 Dretske doesnôt think so. 

Again, he fully rejects Armstrongôs strict necessary and sufficient connection 

between representational judging and the having of experiences. He concludes 

from the example given earlier (about seeing letters on a page), that even 

                                                 
94 Ibid., p. 13. 
95 Ibid., p 17. n. 2. 
96 Ibid., p. 9. 
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though seeing something in a certain way does normally issue in a belief that 

there is something that one sees, it need not be óa necessary consequenceô97 of 

all cases of seeing. Hence, some óseeingsô, on his view, have features which are 

genuinely non-representational and are not belief-like in Armstrongôs sense. 

 The second reason Dretske offers for his position brings out why this might 

be true. Although Dretske is sympathetic with the view that some degree of 

belief content bears on experiences, he does argue that there is no case at all for 

ascribing such contents to all experiencing creatures. The óepistemicô account, 

in Dretskeôs view, over-intellectualises the issue in taking all perceptual 

experience to have sophisticated belief contents. I am very sympathetic to this 

kind of claim. Take the case of the experiences of unsophisticated creatures, 

such as insects. It seems hard to believe-that such creatures see (represent) 

particular things. Some simple invertebrates have sensory detectors which are 

responsive merely to patterns of lightness and darkness or certain temperature 

thresholds.98 Their óexperiencesô seem merely reactive, not instruments to 

convey propositional or representational belief content. Similarly, a treatment 

in terms of ópotentialô beliefs does not capture such examples: such creatures 

donôt believe anything (even ópotentiallyô); they just see (lightness and 

darkness) in a certain way. The belief-based account seems far too strong in 

such cases. This, as Dretske notes, is particularly apposite to the experiences of 

unsophisticated creatures like animals and infants:  
 

I would agree ... that whenever it becomes true to say of an infant that it can 

now see its mother, or of a rat that it can see the lever, it also becomes true to 

say of the infant and the rat that they see the mother and the lever as 

something - the mother looks some way to the infant and the lever looks some 

way to the rat. Must the infant believe, however, that something is a dark 

figure on a light background ... or that something looks like a dark figure? 

What must our experimental rat believe about the lever which it sees? I, 

personally, have no idea what the infant or the rat believes, or whether they 

believe anything, but I do think that the sorts of beliefs described [on the 

óepistemicô account] imply an unusual degree of sophistication on the part of 

the creatures to whom they are ascribed.99  

 

It would seem from this example that there are some kinds of experiences which 

cannot be captured in representational terms at all. This is most marked in 

creatures which canôt detect things of the objective world (only say, lightness 

and darkness) but it is also marked in ordinary human experiences. Rubbing 

oneôs eyes gives an experiential content of certain colours, yet it would be a tall 

order to give an account of such an experience as a belief-that something is the 

                                                 
97 Loc. cit.  
98 P. A. Meglitsch, Invertebrate Zoology, p. 653. See also H. S. Jennings: Contributions to the 

Study of the Behaviour of Lower Organisms, passim, especially second paper, pp. 31-71.  
99 Dretske, op. cit., pp. 9-10. 
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case, because the experience is neither represented in the world (like a 

cigar-band) nor is it in oneôs head exactly - nor is this content, in any strong 

sense, of information like Armstrongôs sense of belief. There simply seems to 

be no projected feature about such experiences to allow them to be accounted 

for representationally or epistemically.  

 A congenial interpretation of Dretskeôs work might be as follows: Dretskeôs 

claims might legitimate the idea that some experiences have observational 

features structured at an extremely low level. For some creatures, it is less 

important to believe-that one is seeing something in some circumstances, than 

for something to seem a certain way to them. Just as there is no immediately 

plausible reason why an invertebrate needs to believe that something is before 

it, as opposed to having a certain illumination in its visual field, so a savage 

does not need to believe in any specific way he is seeing (representing) a 

Manhattan subway train for features of his visual field to seem a certain way. 

Indeed, there may be several levels of experience and content corresponding to 

different levels of cognitive input for various kinds of organisms. This is the 

line that shall be taken on this matter. A sophisticated organism like Sherlock 

Holmes or a savage may have a good deal of representational belief content in 

their experiences; an unsophisticated organism may have rather less. However, 

Holmes may also have a belief content about an experience, but not necessarily 

believe-that something is the case (e.g., he may not believe that there is a 

cigar-band near Jonesôs body even if he sees it, because he is not concentrating 

or attending to what he is seeing). But it might also be true that things seem a 

certain way for such creatures, regardless of those influences.  

 Something óseeming a certain wayô is a rather ambiguous phrase, and 

Dretske uses it continually. This is unfortunate, as it can be interpreted as a 

belief-laden notion; it could be taken to mean that something seen óis (seems 

like) a trainô, or óis (seems like) redô etc., and hence could be seen as supporting 

Armstrongôs thesis. For this reason, perhaps, Dretskeôs views have been seen as 

no real alternative to claims of epistemic accounts like that offered by 

Armstrong. However, there is a more subtle way of looking at the relation 

between belief and experience which neither Dretskeôs nor Armstrongôs 

account seems to capture. It will be assumed here that the phrase óseems a 

certain wayô suggests there are aspects of even belief-ridden experiences that 

have features which are not belief-like in Armstrongôs sense. Therefore, there is 

no reason at all to suppose that all features of experiences need to be captured in 

terms of the content of beliefs as representational or propositional linguistic 

judgements. Being able to see in a certain way need ónot involve the acquired 

abilities to identify, recognise, name, describe and so on.ô100 Some experiences 

might not, in other words, involve óhigh-levelô features at all. But on the other 

hand, experiences might involve belief contents which are something rather less 

                                                 
100 G. J. Warnock, óSeeingô, in Perceiving, Sensing and Knowing, p. 65.  
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than fully representational.  

4.5 Individuating beliefs  

It is clear that there are certain problems associated with the view that it is only 

in circumstances of high-level inference from representational states that 

óbeliefsô obtain. For it is possible that beliefs about some features of 

experiences can be logically detached from beliefs about these features as 

objects of experience - and vice versa. That this can be done suggests that there 

is, in fact, no intrinsic tie between them. Consider Jacksonôs examples: 
 

I may, ... see [a] tomato without believing I see it - perhaps I think it is a wax 

dummy, or perhaps I see it without in any way noticing it. Second, suppose I 

both see the tomato and believe that I see it, must my belief that I see the 

tomato derive from believing I see a red shape? ... Suppose that I glance 

briefly into the kitchen and see a bowl of fruit and vegetables containing a 

tomato. And suppose I am then asked whether I saw a tomato and whether it 

was red or green (that is, was ripe or unripe). ... I might be able to answer the 

first query without being able to answer the second; that is, it is possible that I 

noticed seeing the tomato without noticing in any way the colour (which I 

must, of course, have seen). Hence, it is possible that I believe that I see the 

tomato without believing that I see a red shape (though I am seeing a red 

shape) .... Every leaf seen on my walk must look some colour and shape to me 

and must be seen as having some colour and shape by me at the time of 

seeing. But, just as I may see something without noticing it, without believing 

that I see it, so something might look some way to me (or be seen as ... ) 

without my noticing this in any way. As I drove quickly through the village, 

perhaps I saw the third house on the left without noticing or believing that I 

did. If so, the house must have looked some way to me, but I may not have 

noticed what way that was.101  

 

Like Dretske, Jackson tries to point out a more subtle and complex relation 

between experience and belief. These examples show that the idea that there is a 

necessary and sufficient connection between belief and content is a fabricated 

and misleading view of the matter. Though there is often a very close relation 

between belief and content; there may be content without there necessarily 

being beliefs in Armstrongôs sense. One might represent in oneôs 

experience-that that one sees a tomato, without representing its colour; one 

might óseeô, in some sense, autumn leaves while on a walk without representing 

them as autumn leaves. In some cases an experience can be seen in terms of 

having a óhigh-levelô belief; in other cases it canôt. The point is that the 

óepistemicô account is not always true of experiences, so it is not the only way in 

which they can have content. Moreover, as Jackson points out, experiences 

might consist to some extent of unnoticed seeings, whereby experiences 

register certain features without those features actually being noticed, and 

                                                 
101 F. Jackson, Perception: A Representative Theory, pp. 25-26.  
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hence, believed.  

 To be more specific, Jacksonôs examples show a number of things: they 

clearly show that an experience can have some kind of content, without there 

being any particular feature of the experience that is represented (the autumn 

leaves example). Representational judgements cannot then be a necessary and 

sufficient condition for experiential content. However, they also show that there 

might be an aspect of some experiences that has representational content but 

which does not capture all the features of the experience. For example, seeing a 

tomato without representing its colour shows that a representational content 

may be present without capturing certain other features seen. Furthermore, the 

examples show that seeing is not necessarily tied to believing in any general 

sense as there is a case for saying that one can recall having seen the third house 

on the left without necessarily believing that one saw it. So, experiences can 

involve representational beliefs, beliefs with content that is not represented, 

represented beliefs which do not capture certain seeings, and certain seeings 

which are not believed at all but which are seen. Iôll return to this kind of 

complex, multi-level view of the relationship between belief and experience 

later and suggest that this kind of view of the relationship between beliefs and 

experiences accords well with the continuum account of content. 

 The points mentioned above highlight some important problems which must 

be successfully handled by the epistemic account:  

 Firstly, it must be explained why all experiences should be seen as 

underpinned by beliefs-that something is the case rather than in other terms. 

Some cases of experiential content do seem difficult to place in the category of 

being believings-that. As argued in Chapter 1, an experience of an assemblage 

of objects seen with one eye and then both eyes does seem to have a different 

experiential content, but the belief-that one is seeing certain objects in certain 

relationships remains unchanged. Such a case has representational content, but 

this feature just does not capture the difference in the experiences. Nor does 

Armstrongôs rather odd notion of ópotentialô beliefs seem to capture this 

difference in content. 

 Secondly, if we are to take Jacksonôs or Dretskeôs claims seriously, then the 

relationship between experience and belief is more complex than the 

óepistemicô account assumes as beliefs of sorts can occur without those beliefs 

having representational features. For example, one might immediately believe 

something about leaves on oneôs walk without representing them as leaves. It is 

clear that any tight relation between experiences, representational content and 

beliefs is oversimplified. The óepistemicô account seems to capture only certain 

sorts of experiential beliefs.  

 Thirdly, an account must be offered of cognitively unsophisticated animal 

and infant experiences, which do not seem to have the features that the 

epistemic account says they do. Belief, on Armstrongôs view, involves 

informational content and, at the very least, representational concepts. But none 
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of these things seems terribly central to unsophisticated animal and infant 

experiences, nor to very low-level experiences as had by humans (even though 

these things might have some place in a more inclusive account of belief and 

experience).  

 A response to the third problem has been given by Armstrong in another 

context, but it is hardly a way of legitimating the belief-based account of 

perception. As we have already seen in Chapter 1, Armstrong entertains the 

idea that belief content attributions might lie along a continuum, a graded scale, 

between organisms of various degrees of cognitive sophistication. This sort of 

consideration is suggestive in that it might be sensible to treat the nature of 

beliefs in terms of degrees of applicability, rather than in all-or-none terms.  

 But if beliefs are treated in these terms, it is hardly an argument for accepting 

the stronger thesis that epistemic features are fundamental features of 

experience in the required sense. That Armstrong reaches for such a metaphor 

would seem to indicate that he is trying to overcome the deficiencies in his 

inferentialist analysis. When considering unsophisticated animal and infant 

experiences, for example, it does seem more plausible to look at perception in 

terms which incorporate óepistemicô features but which seriously limit the 

degree to which a belief-based view can give an account of perceptual content. 

A subtler account would take into account such considerations as low-level 

content, unnoticed seeings, experiences with some belief content but without 

representational content, and so on. 

 

Combining the epistemic and non-epistemic views 

 

4.6 A non-dichotomous treatment of beliefs 

The case has been given for both the óepistemicô and the ónon-epistemicô 

account of experiential content. The óepistemicô account captures experiences 

or features of experience having a discernible representational content, which 

can be understood as believing-that something is the case. Sherlock Holmes, for 

example, did believe that there was a cigar-band near Jonesôs dead body. The 

ónon-epistemicô account, by contrast, captures experiential content which 

seems to have features of a less sophisticated kind: several objects viewed with 

one or both eyes open may have a distinctly different look, but the belief-that 

one is seeing certain objects in certain relationships may remain the same.102 On 

                                                 
102 I say óless sophisticated kindô for good reason. Armstrong could presumably argue that even 

in this case there are different belief contents. However, it becomes very mysterious what 

Armstrong means by óbeliefsô if he was to insist on this. Suppose one concentrates hard on 

believing that one is seeing a table with one eye, and then opens the other eye - it seems 

undeniable that some feature of the experience has changed even if the belief has not. What 

could ódifferent belief contentsô mean in such a case? Surely the most plausible account is that, 

along with high-level beliefs, there are less sophisticated features of experiences too, and that 

these are both evident in the case considered. 
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this view, such beliefs are not necessary and sufficient for content at all. 

Armstrongôs account thus captures experiential content with high-level 

features; Dretskeôs non-epistemic account captures features of experiential 

content which have certain non-representational looks. There are clearly stock 

examples which offer reasons for accepting both views to some degree.  

 Is either approach here necessarily more plausible than the other? If not, there 

might be a case for claiming that the two views need to be combined somehow. 

A way of doing this might be to allow different levels of content to feature in 

perception, but to recognise that none of these levels fully defines or captures its 

complex nature. This view of experience might embrace levels at which some 

experiences are fixed by high-level beliefs; others which are fixed by low-level 

appearances which might be primed for the organism in any number of ways - 

either endogenously or via the presentation of certain properties to highly 

discriminating sense detectors which operate on selected environmental cues. 

This suggestion will be taken up in detail in Chapter 8. The point here is that 

there might be a case for claiming that some experiences have several kinds of 

experiential content simultaneously. If this could be said to be true, then 

experiential content is neither fundamentally óbelief-likeô nor fundamentally 

ónon-epistemic.ô The terms of the dispute in this sense are misleading. 

Experience might, instead, have a number of different features; features for 

which it seems and looks to the subject a certain way, and features for which it is 

believed by the subject that it is a certain way. And there might be a number of 

different possibilities in between these extremes.  

 That there might be different aspects of experiential states which have these 

respective features is plausible on all but an inferentialistôs treatment of 

experiential belief content. But it is also clear that the traditional formulation of 

the dispute about belief and experience has not admitted of a multi-aspect view. 

In terms of offering an account of experiential content, the formulation of the 

óepistemicô-ónon-epistemicô options above has come to give an either/or 

relationship, not a combination of the two. It has come to mean this: if the 

content of experience is not importantly belief-ridden, then it must be 

observationally fixed non-inferentially in some sense; if it is not observational, 

it must always have a representational content such that it is believed to be a 

certain way and not another. Both Armstrong and Dretske clearly see this as a 

dichotomous relationship and, equally, see the rejection of their own account as 

leading to undesirable alternatives.  

 While Armstrong panics over the rejection of the belief-based account of 

perception (ó[If] perceptual experience is to be distinct from the acquisition of 

beliefs about the environment, [then it will become] some relationship that the 

mind has to non-physical sensory itemsô),103 Dretske expresses a similar fear 

for any rejection of the observational fixation account, suggesting that a 

                                                 
103 Armstrong, (1968), op. cit., p. 217. 
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consequence of this line of attack ends in perceptual relativism (óif there was no 

non-epistemic way of seeing objects and events ... one would be lead to suppose 

that people who possessed radically different beliefs ... did not, indeed could 

not, see the same things ... this is but a prelude to the view that we each have our 

private perceptual world.ô)104 No intermediate position seems to be possible on 

such statements of the problem.  

 This situation need not have arisen. In the usual way the dispute is 

formulated, an experience might have both features on each of the views 

mentioned (see Sibleyôs quotation near the beginning of this chapter). But how 

the topic is actually explored and emphasised for either óepistemicô or 

ónon-epistemicô views, one kind of feature is usually seen as more fundamental, 

and hence, explicable in those terms. If there is a sense in which the two views 

are compatible whilst isolating two legitimate and important aspects of 

experiential content, then it is clearly not brought out in traditional expressions 

of the problem such as those given above. For both Armstrong and Dretske, to 

adopt one view is to largely reject the importance of the other. Hence, the issue 

becomes a dispute, not an acknowledgment of the various different kinds of 

content that experience may have. 

 This can be seen from some of the responses of adherents of each of these 

views. For Armstrong, who is an advocate of the view that perceptual content is 

importantly belief-ridden and propositional, the óinformation-flowô account of 

perception can óexplain the other idiom.ô105 By this he means that an account of 

perceptual content in terms of the imposition of beliefs can explain away the 

intuition that features of experiential content can be importantly non-epistemic. 

By contrast, Dretske on occasion claims that perception can be accounted for 

entirely in terms of what he calls óseeingnô106 which, he and others claim, óhas 

no belief content,ô107 and which can be experienced without ómaking [any] 

judgement whatever.ô108 From what has been mentioned before, it is unclear 

how this kind of conclusion can be drawn from Dretskeôs arguments which only 

show that beliefs are not necessary and sufficient for some perceivings, not that 

they are not needed at all. Also, it is not easy to see how any kind of conciliatory 

approach could be possible with such statements of the dispute. Both kinds of 

theorists claim that their view of experiential content is fundamental and, in 

practice, largely ignore the application of the other.  

 Despite the divisive nature of the epistemic-non-epistemic dispute, adherents 

of each of these rivalling views do acknowledge the importance of some kind of 

compatibilist position. We have already seen Armstrongôs rejection of a 

                                                 
104 Dretske, op. cit., pp. 76-77. 
105 Armstrong, (1968), op. cit., p. 228.  
106 óNon-epistemic perceptionô is discussed in Dretske passim.  
107 Ibid., p. 19.  
108 Warnock, op. cit., p. 52. 
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propositional basis for the content of animal experiences, and the suggestion of 

the continuum metaphor instead. This showed that he was prepared to embrace 

only some features of the inferentialist proposal and not others. Elsewhere, he 

allows for the possibility of low-level experiences, or ósmall perceptionsô 109 

which do not seem to involve belief states and are not, demonstrably, cases of 

óseeing-thatô: 
 

At a certain instant the perception occurs ... But this state disappears so 

rapidly - the impression fades so fast - that we may well be reluctant to 

describe it as a state of belief. The state is gone before there is any possibility 

of a manifestation of belief. And if there is no possibility of manifestation 

how can we speak of belief?110 

 

The sorts of things Armstrong had in mind are óimmediateô experiences of the 

kind which admit of no inference - experiences like the ómere registration of 

colour or shape.ô111 Armstrong allows that such experiences amount to the 

registration of óvisual properties of thingsô and that, óby an automatic and 

instantaneous inferenceô, such properties are fixed into beliefs about the 

perception of physical objects. Yet Armstrong gives no precise account of what 

it is to register the óvisual properties of things.ô Does he want to suggest that 

there are some visual experiences which are not belief-like, or that some beliefs 

are non-informational in his sense? Either position would amount to modifying 

Armstrongôs strongly inferentialist position. His position on this is unclear. 

What is clear is that such comments are not entirely consistent with the belief 

content being the fundamental content of experiences. If there are óvisual 

properties of thingsô registered in perception, in addition to óbeliefs about 

physical objects,ô then such experiences need an account of some sort too.  

 Similarly, Dretske has claimed that one need not be pushed in the direction of 

assimilating experiential content to features of the observational situation: 
 

One could, I suppose, continue to insist that I was believing something at the 

time about the things which I saw, but that I simply can no longer remember 

the fact. Or, alternatively one could insist ... that I did not really see 

anything.112  

 

It is clear that even the enthusiasts of each position are rather ambiguous about 

the extent to which their views offer complete accounts of experiential content.  

                                                 
109 Armstrong, (1968), op. cit., p. 232. 
110 Ibid., p. 233. As Sibley notes, Armstrong elsewhere considers the possibility of a third way 

by admitting óthe notion of perceptual experience as something quite distinct from the acquiring 

of beliefs about the environmentô without admitting non-physical sensory items, but adds óI 

have been unable to see how this can be done.ô op. cit., p. 217. See also, Sibley, op. cit., p. 127.  
111 Armstrong, (1968), op. cit., p. 235. 
112 Dretske, op. cit., p. 11. 
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 The opposing positions described here correspond, with some reservations, 

fairly closely to what has been termed the inferentialist proposal and the 

observational account. In this context, óseeing-thatô corresponds to aspects of 

experiences which can be captured in terms of features of high-level inference; 

whereas, just óseeing,ô or óseeingn ô amounts to something very close to the 

perception of sense data, which is (supposedly) non-inferential, ódirectô and 

immune from a belief-based, or óepistemicô analysis. Neither view wants to 

hold that the only content of perceptual experience is óepistemicô or 

ónon-epistemicô. The point of the divergence in views is over whether óseeing 

(with a direct object) or seeing-that ... is the primary or more fundamental 

notion.ô113 One view stresses high-level óepistemicô features; the other view 

stresses features of the observational situation and largely rejects the emphasis 

on beliefs. The means by which such views arise was outlined in Chapter 1. In 

this chapter, I want to give reasons for attempting the strategy of combining the 

insights of both approaches.  

 Before this is attempted, the slight difference in emphasis between the 

expressions of the two positions should be spelt out clearly. On the 

óepistemicô-ónon-epistemicô statement of the dispute, the discrepancy between 

the two views hinges centrally on the relevance of beliefs to experiential 

content; where óbeliefô means the exercise of judgmental and representational 

abilities - seeing-that something is the case.  

 However, it is possible to take a wider perspective on the nature of 

experiential content than simply concentrating on belief fixation. By using the 

terminology of the inferentialist proposal and observational account earlier, I 

aimed to capture some of the other equally important high-level features which 

are also part and parcel of this tradition. It was also possible to show these 

features were separable. On my view, the terminology of the óinferentialist 

proposalô subsumes the óepistemicô account: it admits of more than simply 

beliefs; it also admits of propositional content, theories, descriptive concepts 

and so on, and these notions are critically linked. As argued earlier, the 

inferentialist proposal is committed to more than the óepistemicô account, and it 

has a longer tradition going back to the influence of early rationalism. It seems 

appropriate for these reasons to retain my terminology rather than Sibleyôs.  

 The use of óepistemicô and ónon-epistemicô in place of the wider doctrines 

mentioned actually leads to a stalemate on the entire issue. It ties the content of 

experience far too closely to the content of beliefs. As has been stressed, the 

standard account of beliefs is closely associated with representational content, 

or seeing-that. However, this marks the boundaries of the dispute too clearly, 

and brings the issue down to a choice: one approach where a 

representational/belief content is more fundamental, the other where it is not. 

This has had the effect of ignoring other high-level and, particularly, low-level 

                                                 
113 Sibley, op. cit., p. 83. 
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features of experiential content. On a continuum view of content, the 

boundaries of the dispute are less individuated than this, and it is misleading to 

speak in such oversimplified terms. 

 It seems plausible that though the content of an experience might be 

representational in some circumstances, it need not be in others. Take the 

previous examples. In the case of seeing an object (Jonesôs body) it was obvious 

what was represented. On an account such as Armstrongôs, what is represented 

is also what is believed; so perception, in this case, is closely tied to the belief 

that a certain object (Jonesôs body) is before one. However, take the case of two 

walls believed to be painted the same colour of yellow. Even though it may be 

believed that walls painted a certain colour are before one, and this captures the 

representational content, it might not capture the sense in which one wall might 

seem a different hue because light is falling on one wall and not the other. In 

such a case, there is still a content to the experience which the representational, 

belief-based analysis does not capture. But now take the case of the visual scene 

perceived with one eye and then both eyes. It is clear that though what is 

represented has not changed, the different content of oneôs experience does not 

thereby become non-epistemic: one still believes that certain objects are before 

one in certain relationships. A rejection of the óepistemicô, belief-based account 

of Armstrong does not give way to a fully ónon-epistemicô account such as that 

attributed to Dretske.114 

 These examples show two things: first, the epistemic and non-epistemic 

accounts should not be seen as a dichotomy. Just because the epistemic account 

does not capture certain levels of experiential content does not mean that a 

non-epistemic account will. So a rejection of one view is not an affirmation of 

the other. Secondly, saying a certain experience is not belief-like is not to say 

that it is non-inferential. To an experience of two painted walls of different hues 

one brings a memory of the effect of light on visual scenes which contributes to 

how the scene looks (even if memory may not be a sufficient explanation for 

how the scene looks). So a case which seems difficult to account for in the terms 

of the epistemic account does not simultaneously rule out the input of other 

high-level features.  

 This is a critical issue if the terms of the dispute are merely over the question 

of whether perception is óepistemicô or not. For clearly, if there are some 

contents of experience which cannot be captured in either epistemic or 

non-epistemic terms, and some which are belief-like but not representational, 

then the whole dichotomy - either óepistemicô or ónon-epistemicô - begins to 

look superficial and misleading. 

 Even though one might press for a broader analysis of the issue, this need not 

rule out the substantial importance of both óepistemicô and ónon-epistemicô 

                                                 
114 As mentioned earlier, Dretskeôs account is best understood as ópartiallyô epistemic. Iôll 

return to this point. 
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influences. The problem is this: if the issue is too closely defined in terms of 

beliefs, particularly beliefs as defined in terms of a representational 

óbelieving-that,ô then either experience is belief-ridden in this way or it isnôt. 

By contrast, if oneôs account of how high-level features of experience influence 

experiential content is broadened to include features other than beliefs, it is 

possible to argue that some high-level features are crucial at times when others 

are not. As already indicated, this latter option is supported. 

 Following from this point, a way out of this bind might be to take 

Armstrongôs ósmall perceptionsô as being kinds of beliefs. Armstrongôs account 

could be made to include two broadly distinct beliefs: a high-level, 

representational belief, and a ólookô belief. A ólookô belief would capture the 

sensational aspects of experiential content (the kind of experiential content 

which seems otherwise immune from Armstrongôs analysis) rather than 

representational aspects of experiences. This approach would preserve the 

Armstrongian intuition that experiences are belief states of some kind. 

Armstrong already admits of ópotentialô beliefs and ósubverbalô or óperceptualô 

beliefs in the case of animals - perhaps there is a case for saying that there are 

also low-level sensational ólookô beliefs as well as high-level representational 

beliefs-that. This strategy would also support the claim that some high-level 

features are relevant when others are not, and hence, goes some way to 

supporting the terms of a continuum view of content. On this analysis, there are 

many different kinds of beliefs - not just representational beliefs - and all of 

them are relevant to the fixation of experiential content. 

 The trouble with this argument is that it dilutes the notion of belief to the 

point where it becomes doubtful whether we need to talk about beliefs at all - at 

least beliefs in the representational sense which Armstrong wants. It makes the 

whole idea of a óbeliefô in this context very mysterious. As we have seen, 

Armstrongôs inferentialist treatment of experiences captures a strongly 

informational sense of belief, which specifies concepts and propositional and 

representational states. However, Armstrongôs acknowledgment of ósmall 

perceptionsô and his reference to a graduationist (ócontinuumô) view of content 

to keep the legitimacy of animal and infant beliefs are a substantial move away 

from this view. A final severing of the position would be an admission that 

some beliefs are not of this óhigh-levelô sort at all. Whether Armstrong would 

take this line or not is not clear. What is clear is that if he does embrace ósmall 

perceptionsô then Armstrongôs overall position can then be criticised as being 

too óhigh-levelô in its treatment of beliefs as well as experiences; too zealous to 

embrace the terms of the inferentialist proposal and not to see that there may be 

other kinds of contents which his account cannot capture. Armstrongôs account 

could also be criticised as being reductionist: in assimilating all experiential 
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contents to be beliefs of a certain sort. 115 

 The issue here centres on whether to call sensational features of experiences 

óbeliefs.ô One way of understanding Armstrongôs position in this respect would 

be like this. If he insisted on treating all experiential content in belief-based 

terms, then he could properly be said to be maintaining an óepistemicô-type 

analysis of sorts though it is clear here that some beliefs are not captured by 

high-level content; if he did not, then it is unclear how features of some 

experiences could fit with his inferentialist views. The issue of whether ólookô 

beliefs are bona fide beliefs would thus amount to a mere semantic 

disagreement, not a way of resolving whether or not his view of experiential 

content is adequate. If Armstrong wants to take this approach and keep calling 

the sensational features of experiences óbeliefsô, then he can do so, but it should 

be noted that the rest of his claims about beliefs being óinferential, óconceptualô 

and órepresentationalô etc, no longer apply to them. In which case Armstrongôs 

view is no longer really an inferentialist view of substance, but a continuum 

account along the lines being proposed.  

 This way of understanding the problem has its advantages. What once was a 

point of serious disagreement between Armstrongôs position and my own view 

- the issue of belief content - has become a way of affecting a reconciliation. 

Interpreted as occurring in degrees of sophistication, óbeliefsô are no longer a 

threat to a continuum approach to experiential content. 

 However, although Armstrongôs account can be interpreted in this way, it is 

still clear that the issue about how beliefs influence experiential content is an 

issue not only of degree but also of kind. We can speak of some aspects of 

experiences being belief-like in the óhigh-levelô sense, and we can speak of 

some aspects of experiences being belief-like in some ólow-levelô sense. But 

there is still a genuine sense in which the low-level beliefs are quite unlike the 

high-level beliefs. Specifically, the latter, but not the former, require 

representational content, concepts, etc. We shall shortly see how examples of 

ólookô-beliefs are not only hard to fit into criteria acceptable to Armstrongôs 

analysis, but also hard to conceptualise as belief states - such cases make the 

notion of a óbeliefô in this context unacceptably dilute.  

 But there is the further point that a combinatory analysis will not capture 

Jacksonôs unnoticed seeings. As mentioned before, some seeings simply seem 

to go unnoticed, and hence, are not believed at all.116 These features, too, seem 

                                                 
115 Armstrong acknowledges this to a certain degree: óMy account may be called a reductive 

account because the concept of perception is shown to be a complex concept, definable in terms 

of such concepts as knowledge, belief and inclination to believe.ô Armstrong, op. cit., (1961): p. 

121. 
116 Not believed in the óhigh-levelô representational sense of belief, that is. There is 

considerable evidence of beliefs being registered in the case of subliminal perception, which is 

a kind of unnoticed seeing. I wouldnôt deny that this kind of seeing goes on. However, it is 

debatable if these kinds of subliminal beliefs are high-level in the required sense; or, if they are, 



   

  

 

106 

to be genuine cases of contents which are unbelieved at the time of seeing. Such 

cases are quite unlike even the non-representational beliefs mentioned earlier in 

the context of Dretskeôs examples. These factors also need to be included in the 

analysis. 

 It seems then that there are two possible strategies here. The first is to 

combine the intuitions of both the epistemic and non-epistemic accounts. This 

would mean that perception can be characterised by beliefs, but beliefs of 

various levels of complexity. If one can interpret Armstrong as having 

ólow-levelô beliefs as well as óhigh-levelô beliefs-that, and Dretskeôs view as 

being partially epistemic and holding that experiences simply cannot be 

characterised in a necessary and sufficient way by representational content, 

then there seems no great conflict between the two positions. 

 The second strategy would be to rule out the application of beliefs to the very 

low-level end of the continuum. This option allows differences in degree 

between óhighô and ólow-levelô perceivings, to shade into differences in kind at 

the polarities. óUnnoticed seeingsô would thus not really be counted as beliefs at 

all, though they are, in some low-level sense, informational. The next section 

wil l clarify the options here. 

4.7 Sibleyôs account 

Sibley recognises this need to stress another kind of belief content 

corresponding to lower level experiences. He considers several possible 

interpretations of Armstrongôs work, but interprets Armstrongôs epistemic 

account as the óacquiring of beliefs about the physical worldô in the strongest 

possible sense - the representational sense. In Sôs acquiring a belief, óS must 

possess the concepts involved in that belief ... the status concept of a physical 

thing or of a physical environment.ô117 But this seems to Sibley a mistake. Such 

a strong view of belief content would require Armstrong to re-interpret 

unconvincingly cases of experiences which do not seem to be amenable to such 

an analysis in belief-like terms, and also to disparage unsophisticated animal 

and infant experiences. Armstrong might accomplish this by ódenying that our 

perceptions are distinct from our beliefs.ô118 But, according to Sibley, this 

ósmacks of ad hoc theory saving.ô119  

 Sibley argues against the thrust of Dretskeôs views, though his reasons are 

rather different from mine. The suggestion in this chapter is that we can 

interpret Dretskeôs view as proposing that there are features of experiential 

content which are not informational or inferential in Armstrongôs sense. We 

                                                                                                                                
if the kind of perceiving in question consists of the same degree of unnoticing as Jacksonôs 

examples. The continuum account allows for variations in degrees of unnoticing as much as it 

allows for degrees of noticing.  
117 Sibley, op. cit., p 126. 
118 Ibid., p. 127 
119 Ibid., p. 126. 
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should interpret Dretske as arguing against the claim that beliefs in Armstrongôs 

sense are necessary and sufficient for all experiences, only some of them. It has 

not been suggested that we take Dretske to mean that there are no beliefs in 

perception. Sibley, however, takes Dretske to be claiming that perception 

contains no beliefs at all: 
 

Some of [Dretskeôs] statements ... suggest the extreme position (óI 

personally, have no idea what the infant or the rat believes or whether they 

believe anything, ó p. 10, my italics). Moreover, in those passages where he 

offers his positive account of seeingn (p. 18 ff.), there is no suggestion that S 

must, in seeing D acquire some belief. And since this account of seeingn is 

offered, I believe, as a full, not a partial, positive account ... we may conclude, 

I think, that his positive account of seeing is totally non-epistemic.120 

 

Sibley has a quick response to this kind of fully non-epistemic account. He 

argues that there is a sense in which noticing something, or attending to 

something, requires a minimal form of belief, so a fully non-epistemic account 

cannot possibly be true: 
 

We are prepared to say that someone in a brown study, or grief stricken, or 

engrossed in an argument, óstared at something unseeingô, ólooked right 

through it without seeing itô, etc. ... [If] correct, and if such obviously 

attention-involving locutions ... are interchangeable with óseeingô, it surely 

cannot be denied that there does exist a use of óseeô that involves attention 

and hence belief-acquisition. (Just as I take it to be absurd to say that 

someone glimpsed or spotted or, in one sense, saw something without giving 

it, or its taking, any of his attention, so I take it as undeniable that someone 

could not have spotted or noticed or otherwise given attention to something 

without acquiring some belief or other, if only the belief that, e.g., something 

happened or seemed to ...).121 

 

Sibleyôs point is that every experience, even unsophisticated ones, must involve 

attention focusing, and consequently, beliefs. According to him, if one doesnôt 

focus on something, one doesnôt see anything, and since attention focussing 

involves noticing, seeing involves believing. Such an argument is clearly 

apposite to the cases offered by Dretske considered earlier. There is a sense in 

which the infant, the rat and the savage all noticed something, so their 

experiences did involve beliefs. This is another reason for considering 

Dretskeôs account, at best, a ópartial epistemicô view. We have already seen 

reasons for rejecting this kind of claim with some of the cases Jackson offered. 

As we saw, some experiences may involve unnoticed seeings: one might óseeô, 

in some sense, the autumn leaves or the colour of the tomato, without noticing 

that one does, so not all kinds of seeings involve noticings. Or, again, one might 

                                                 
120 Ibid., p. 85. 
121 Ibid., p. 96. 
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see something óin the corner of oneôs eyeô (say, the scratches on the window 

pane) without noticing them and only be able to have oneôs attention drawn to 

such an experience if the scratches were actually removed. Sibleyôs account is 

unacceptable if he takes all seeing to involve noticing (and hence, believing).  

 But there is another reason why Sibleyôs account is unacceptable. It concerns 

his interpretation of Dretske as holding a fully non-epistemic account, and not a 

partially epistemic account. Unlike Sibley, I am reluctant to attribute this view 

to Dretske. It seems to me that Dretskeôs vacillations over whether beliefs can 

properly be attributed to all cases of óseeingsô can also be interpreted to be 

questioning the degree to which high-level beliefs can account for some kinds 

of experiences, not that there are some experiences which do not have a belief 

content at all. Such a view seems simply implausible on the basis of examples 

Dretske offers for his account, even if it may be plausible on the basis of some 

of the unnoticed seeings just mentioned. 

 There seems to be another likely interpretation of Dretskeôs work, however, 

which is defensible: Dretskeôs emphasis might be closer to my own - that some 

aspects of experiences have features that cannot be captured by Armstrongôs 

analysis; that some beliefs are ólookô beliefs rather than óinferentialô beliefs. His 

original arguments, after all, were directed against the view that óno particular 

belief, or set of beliefs constitutes a logically indispensable condition for the 

individualôs seeing that he does see.ô122 He was attacking the view that all 

experiences involve ópositive belief content,ô not the view that experiences 

could not do without any belief content.123 On the interpretation given here, 

Dretske might have been making a point of arguing that there need not be any 

particular and identifiable representational aspect to an experience, not that 

there are no ólookô-beliefs in experience. There is an important difference in 

emphasis here, yet Sibley does not see this difference and interprets Dretske as 

holding a fully non-epistemic account.  

 Sibleyôs approach tries to avoid the counterintuitive nature of both the fully 

óepistemicô and the fully ónon-epistemicô view thus interpreted. It amounts to an 

attempt at a middle-of-the-road position between Armstrong and Dretske. His 

claim is that a óweaker and non-specific belief viewô,124 which he calls a 

óbroadly epistemic accountô,125  will avoid the problems associated with 

Armstrongôs óspecific epistemic account.ô The thrust of the position is that 

some kind of órudimentaryô belief mostly goes along with perception (ónot an 

                                                 
122 Dretske, op. cit., p. 13. Italics mine. 
123 óPositive belief contentô is defined in Dretske as an entailment relation between the 

activities of some sentient agent óS ...ô and Sôs having a particular belief. See ibid., Dretske, p. 

5. As we have already seen, Dretskeôs claim is that no particular belief is necessary for 

experience, not that no beliefs at all are necessary.  
124 Sibley, op. cit., p. 127. 
125 Ibid., p. 84. 
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inhibited tendency [or potential] to believeô)126 and that this rudimentary 

believing is of a very low-level kind: minimally, of something which óexistedô 

or óhappened.ô127  This is particularly apposite, in Sibleyôs view, to the 

unsophisticated experiences of animals and infants: 
 

If [a belief acquisition account of seeing] is to be tenable, it must apply to all 

creatures who see, including infants. No doubt many concepts are acquired 

and used in seeing; but many are not required. This must eliminate the kind of 

view [such as] attributed to Armstrong. Since, however, on any epistemic 

account some concepts are required, the minimum that would suffice would 

seem to be the rudimentary ósomethingô and óexistingô or óhappeningô ... The 

infant who, for the first time hears a noise or sees a flash and jumps and cries 

must be held to at least think that something happened.128  

 

The upshot of this kind of analysis is that beliefs are necessarily involved in 

perception, but they are not the kinds of representational beliefs Armstrong 

avows. Sibley then claims that experiential content involves rudimentary 

belief-like features which do not even imply óa realisation that [something] 

looks somehow to [a perceiver] at all.ô129 Sibley wants, in fact, to rule out of his 

analysis ólooksô as well as high-level beliefs as the fundamental features of 

experiential content. Because of his treatment of Dretske, ólooksô implies 

perceiving something non-epistemically. But Sibley wants to react against this 

view. He claims that his beliefs, unlike Armstrongôs, do not have a special 

connection with óexternal or physical occurrencesô but unlike Dretske, they do 

not become totally non-epistemic ólooksô or seeings-as. They remain, 

nonetheless, óbeliefsô in some sense. The argument for a primitive belief which 

does not imply anything looking a certain way, on Sibleyôs view, is that some 

primitive experiences do not lead the perceiver to believe that there is 

something about his experience which is one way rather than another: 
 

The situation can occur in adult as well as in infant life, when for instance we 

know that something (in fact a slight change in the lighting) disturbed our 

concentration, that we cannot say whether it was a change of lighting, a slight 

sound, or what. Its being a matter of looks, i.e., of vision (and hence of light 

and colour etc.), need not be incorporated in the belief of the perceiver.130  

 

The point to be made against his account is this: Sibley takes the 

epistemic/non-epistemic debate to be one of an exclusive dichotomy, not 

aspects of an inclusive account in which both kinds of accounts may feature. On 

                                                 
126 Ibid., p. 127. 
127 Ibid., p 128. 
128 Ibid., p. 130. 
129 Ibid., p. 129. 
130 Loc. cit. 
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his view, either experience is fully óepistemicô, in Armstrongôs sense, or it is 

fully ónon-epistemicô in (how he has interpreted) Dretskeôs sense. It is this 

interpretation that is behind Sibleyôs rejection of ólookô-like features of beliefs. 

He takes Armstrong (rightly) to be advocating a highly inferentially-driven 

account of experience, and he takes Dretske (wrongly, I think) to be advocating 

a totally non-epistemic view of experience. Sibley also sees the dispute in terms 

of an exclusive either/or dichotomy. So, the upshot of his criticism of 

Armstrong leaves him in a curious position. He does not wish to agree with 

Armstrong entirely, but likewise, his view of Dretske is that there are no beliefs 

at all in perceptual ólooksô, so he cannot agree with him either. This requires 

him to fall back on beliefs, but beliefs which have no look-like features. This 

makes his notion of an experience with a órudimentaryô belief very odd indeed:  
 

If my arguments are correct, S may see D without having any belief about 

how D looks to him, or even any realization [sic.] that it does look somehow 

to him at all. S need not have either the concept ólooksô, or any predicate 

concepts, or the concept óbeing like somethingô, or that of óhaving a qualityô, 

or of the óisô of predication.131 
 

We donôt have to accept this conclusion. The interesting sense of a ólookô belief 

is not that it is any form of high-level cognising; nor is it entirely non-epistemic. 

(Sibley attributes the latter view to Dretske.) The reason for invoking ólookô 

beliefs is that some experiential contents seem to have sensational features, 

features which the óepistemicô account of Armstrong simply does not capture. 

Sibley realises that a more primitive kind of belief is needed here. His óweaker 

and non-specific belief-viewô132 is, at least, plausible. His intuition is that very 

primitive experiences such as óthat something happenedô or óthat something 

existsô are experiences so inchoate that they cannot be captured in terms which 

are representational, propositional or inferential, yet they are legitimate features 

of experiential content. The claim is that the very notion of a belief itself needs 

to be understood as occurring in degrees, not in all-or-none terms. The problem 

is that Sibley has taken the terms of the óepistemicô-ónon-epistemicô debate as 

an exclusive dichotomy, not elements of a larger, more encompassing account 

in which beliefs of many kinds may feature. Sibleyôs mistake was not to see that 

this kind of account can be read into Dretskeôs analysis, and so he does not have 

to reject the application of ólooksô to low-level beliefs. On this continuum view 

of beliefs, of course, ólookô beliefs which capture sensational features are as 

much a part of the overall account of experience required as Armstrongôs 

ópropositionalô beliefs-that. Even Sibleyôs órudimentaryô beliefs can be plotted 

on the same graph. Consequently, Sibley has no grounds on which to rule 

ólooksô out of his account of beliefs. He only needs to do this if he: (1) accepts 

                                                 
131 Ibid., pp 128-9 
132 Ibid., p. 127. 
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that there is an exclusive dichotomy involved in the application of beliefs to 

experiences, and (2) assumes that Dretskeôs non-epistemic account implies 

there are no beliefs at all in perception. The suggestion given here is that we 

reject both of these assumptions. 

 If it does not make sense to rule out look-like features in the application of 

beliefs to experience, then perhaps it makes no sense to rule out unnoticed 

seeings as well. Perhaps the correct account of the relationship between such 

things will include them in the one belief-experience taxonomy. There might 

thus be a qualitative difference between very low-level look-beliefs (not really 

óbeliefsô) and higher level beliefs which have look-like features and still higher 

level beliefs which can be captured in terms of representational content. Just as 

there are differences in degree in a continuum, so there are differences of kind at 

the polarities. In what follows, I shall undertake a rough characterisation of this 

belief-experience taxonomy.  

4.8 óLookô- beliefs  

Experiential content may involve ólookô-beliefs. These beliefs might be fixed 

by sensational features of perception, and as such they are distinct from beliefs 

which are fixed by óhigh-levelô representational and propositional features. 

Even so, it is clear that several kinds of ólookô-beliefs are possible: 

 (1) One kind of ólookô-belief may not really be believed because it is not 

noticed. This is at the very end of the continuum. Such a case can be later 

recalled as something that one saw but did not notice (e.g., the third house on 

the left). Recalling assists believing in this circumstance, but at the outset the 

experience simply captures certain unnoticed and unbelieved looks.  

  (2) Another kind of ólookô-belief may have no representational features at all, 

but it is believed in a very simple way. (It might just be a belief óthat something 

happenedô or óexisted.ô) These kinds of belief have no discernible object 

content at all. Call this a óSibley Look-Belief.ô An example might be the belief 

that something has happened to how a painted wall looks, but not being able to 

say what it is. (Say the light on the wall has suddenly shifted unnoticed - 

without one noticing either the shift or that one was looking at a wall ).133  

 (3) Another kind of ólookô belief might be that ósomething happenedô or 

óexistedô and being able to say what it was about that experience that looks 

different. (Say one is able to say ósomething about my experience looks 

lighter/darker now.ô) Call this a óPartial Representational Look-Beliefô. (This is 

to be distinguished from a belief about the wall that it has changed.) Some of 

Jacksonôs examples fit into this category. We may also believe that we saw 

something (some tomatoes) without noticing anything about them (i.e., whether 

                                                 
133 If this seems implausible, imagine driving along a road without being aware that one is 

driving along a road, and then ósomething happensô which changes how things look, without 

being able to say what it was, or, indeed, how the look is different. 
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they were ripe or unripe). 

 (4) Yet another kind of ólookô-belief might be that there is some aspect of 

oneôs experience of a painted wall that looks different. (Say that one is able to 

say that óthis experience of a painted wall looks different from the previous 

experience of the same wall.ô) Call this a óRepresentational Look-Beliefô. 

 The above kinds of beliefs are all about features or aspects of experience 

which have a certain look, yet they have an increasing degree of sophistication. 

(A Representational Look-Belief is close to an experience which is a belief-that 

there is a wall before one, but it captures more about the look of the wall than 

the representational/propositional content of ówallô).  

 The important thing to note is that, if true, this characterisation of content is a 

substantial move away from traditional conceptions of the relationship between 

belief and experience. Moreover, it seems that this characterisation supports the 

claims in this book. Several differentiating levels of sensational features of 

experience corresponding to several levels of beliefs is entirely consistent with 

what has been termed the continuum view of experiential content. 

4.9 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the relationship between beliefs and experiential content has 

been looked at in detail. Two conventional approaches were considered. The 

conclusion arrived at is that there are stronger reasons for holding a continuum 

account of the relationship between beliefs and experience than either of these 

more traditional views. I effected a reconciliation between these approaches 

along the lines the continuum theory specifies. This involved treating beliefs as 

having levels of sophistication corresponding to the levels of sophistication of 

experiential content. The upshot of the analysis of experience and beliefs is that 

although sensational features of experience might be beliefs this does not 

warrant a treatment along the lines of either an óepistemicô or a ónon-epistemicô 

account. 
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5. Sensational Content 

The external senses have a double province; to make us feel, and to make us 

perceive 134 

 

Sensational content 
 

5.1 Introduction 

Reasons have been given in the previous chapters for thinking that there might 

be features of experiential content which cannot be accounted for in terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. The discussion so far has centred around the relationship 

between belief and experience, and language and experience. It has been 

pointed out how several philosophers have taken experiential content to be fully 

characterised in terms of óhigh-levelô influences. We have seen that this kind of 

characterisation of experience stems from a confused and misleading account 

of content. In this chapter two recent views which argue for an alternative 

account will be outlined. From this, it will be argued that there is more to 

content than the inferentialist proposal specifies. An examination of various 

views, ancient and contemporary, on the structure of mental content is then 

attempted in later chapters. 

5.2 Aspects of experiences 

In the terms of the inferentialist proposal, experiences necessarily involve the 

inference from óhigh-levelô features: background knowledge, concepts and 

theories. Experiences also have representational and propositional features on 

this account. We have already had reason to regard some of these claims as 

being oversimplified and even misguided. Chapter 2 raised the question of 

animal and infant experiences and the whole question of how evolutionary 

considerations might bear on the issue of experiential content. The distinction 

between descriptive and sensational features led to the case for óconceptô to be 

viewed in a manner which did not imply óhigh-levelô abilities. Chapter 3 

                                                 
134 T. Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, p. 17.  
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continued this examination of the terms of the inferentialist proposal and 

distinguished low-level content from its association with language, meaning 

and theories - with linguistic propositional and representationally informational 

judgements. The conflation of observational language and observational 

experience was examined and shown to be of doubtful support for the 

inferentialist proposal. Chapter 4 distinguished beliefs as representational 

judgements from what was called ólookô beliefs. The suggestion here was that 

experiential content need not be understood in representational terms as 

high-level beliefs, as the very notion of a óbeliefô itself could be said to occur in 

degrees of sophistication. All of these points made it seem likely that the 

inferentialist proposal needed to be substantially revised. 

 What arises from the preceding discussion is that the relationship between 

experiential content and high-level influences is more complex than either the 

inferentialist proposal or the observational account assumed. There seems to be 

a number of different ways in which high-level features can be brought to bear 

on experience, and a number of ways in which a full and adequate 

characterisation of experiential content escapes such an analysis. Cases of 

experiences where the various high-level features can be individuated have 

already been given. (To take one example: propositional content can be 

separated from language.) The claim is that this indicates that no single 

high-level feature is necessary for contentful experiences. There may be good 

reason, therefore, for thinking that none of the high-level features are necessary 

and sufficient. High-level experiences might also have distinguishable 

low-level, sensational aspects. As the idea that all experiential content is 

necessarily underpinned by features of high-level inference, and the idea that 

experiential content is basically non-inferential do not seem promising 

alternatives, I feel entitled to explore other options. 

 Drawing upon Thomas Reid, Christopher Peacocke135 usefully clarifies 

experiential content in terms of sensations, perceptions and judgements. This 

tripartite distinction has been echoed recently by Allan Millar in terms of 

sensations, sensory experiences and propositional attitudes. Both typologies 

have a similar basis and can be treated together. According to Millar, 

ósensations include itches, tickles, feelings of numbness, and experiences 

generally.ô These, he claims: 
 

... are always conscious in the sense of being episodes in the current stream of 

consciousness, though the subject may not always be conscious of them in the 

sense of noticing them. We may forget a back pain because absorbed in some 

activity, but it should not be inferred from this that while forgotten about the 

pain was not a conscious state.136  

 

                                                 
135 Christopher Peacocke, Sense and Content: Experience, Thought and its Relations.  
136 Allan Millar, Reasons and Experience, p. 11. 
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By contrast, propositional attitudes ó are states like belief, desire, intention, and 

hope, in which the subject has an attitude to some proposition.ô Sensory 

experiences, by contrast again, are óakin to sensations in so far as they are 

always conscious occurrences [but they] can be described in ways which 

involve the ascription to them of propositional contents.ô137 According to 

Millar, while sensations are always conscious (but need not be noticed), 

propositional attitudes óare not always episodes in current consciousness.ô138 

However, while propositional attitudes are characteristically captured in terms 

of ógiving the contentô139 of the attitude in question, sensory experiences - like 

sensations - are best captured simply in terms of how they are felt or how they 

seem to the subject. Sensory experiences thus have characteristics common to 

both sensations and propositional attitudes. However, they are also distinct. 

Like sensations (but unlike propositional attitudes), they are always conscious, 

albeit not always noticed, and like propositional attitudes (but unlike 

sensations), they can sometimes be said to be about something. The benefits of 

this kind of experiential typology is discussed in what follows.  

 The category of ósensationsô in the above classification is fairly 

uncontroversial. For both Millar and Peacocke it is roughly equivalent to what 

was earlier called ólow-levelô content. This is awareness at one end of the 

experiential continuum. Such content can arise at several levels on my account 

as unnoticed experience in various sensory modalities. (Unnoticed seeings of 

varying degrees of sophistication were considered in the previous chapter in 

relation to Jacksonôs work.) Characteristically, sensations are contentful 

without requiring inferential and representational input (at its most primitive, 

there is no object-content at all in experiencing such sensations - i.e., they 

amount to what was earlier called ópurely sensational contentô). As we have 

seen, a kind of very low-level experience may be present to some degree in 

every experiential amalgam as óimpurely sensational content.ô  

 The class of ópropositional attitudesô or ójudgementsô is also fairly 

uncontroversial. For both Millar and Peacocke, these categories are strongly 

inferential, requiring the input of high-level content such as representational, 

conceptual and propositional elements. A judgement formulated in response to 

                                                 
137 Ibid., pp. 10-11. óWe can say that it visually appears to someone that p, meaning by that to 

describe how the personôs experience represents the world as being without implying that the 

person believes or is even inclined to believe that p ... [W]hen we see things we see them under 

certain descriptions. Looking at a rose bush, for instance, you might see it as a rose-bush where 

this would imply that your visual experience would not be as it is but for its seeming to you that 

a rose bush is there.ô ibid., pp. 11-12. 
138 Ibid., p. 11. óAt any given time some of our propositional attitudes are conscious and some 

are not. As I touch my coffee mug I form the conscious belief that the coffee in it is cold. A few 

moments ago my current belief that my son is at school, which I undoubtedly held then, was not 

conscious.ô loc. cit. 
139 Ibid., p. 10. 
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an experience, for instance, characteristically requires that the subject believe 

something about the experience in question. This belief is what is captured 

when a subject ógives the contentô of a propositional attitude. A certain sound, 

for example, might be judged (believed) to be the sound of rain falling. The 

attitude, in this case, represents the experience as an experience of a certain 

kind. (It is a belief-that in Armstrongôs terms.)  

 However, it is clear that the content of a judgment can cause the content of an 

experience to be taken as an experience of another kind altogether. A person 

experiencing a certain sound that is believed to be rain, might judge later that a 

stereo has been left on, and the órainô sound then comes to be heard as applause. 

The attitude representing the sound as rain has been influenced by the attitude 

that the stereo has been left on. Propositional attitudes or judgements can fix the 

representational content of an experience by bringing to bear different kinds of 

high-level information to the perceptual situation.140  

 By contrast to propositional attitudes, ósensory experiencesô or óperceptionsô 

can be characterised in sensational terms as well as representational terms. 

They cannot be classified properly either as sensations or as judgements. That 

this is so needs some explaining.  

 Like propositional attitudes or judgments, óperceptionsô (Peacockeôs term) or 

ósensory experiencesô (Millarôs term) have some representational content in 

most cases (in normal human experience). But in other circumstances they may 

not have such features. Nonetheless, there will always be some sensational 

content in an experience, conscious or otherwise. This flexibility and 

independence in content is what distinguishes perceptions from judgments or 

propositional attitudes.  

 Millar offers a reason for distinguishing these kinds of contents. He suggests 

that a judgement or a propositional attitude, strictly speaking, must satisfy two 

principles: a concept principle and an intrinsicality principle. But a sensory 

experience does not always satisfy these principles. Simply put, the concept 

principle states that óif a concept is an ingredient of the mental state then the 

subject must grasp the concept.ô141 The intrinsicality principle states that óif 

token mental states in a given category (belief, desire, or whatever) have 

                                                 
140 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 6. This need not happen. Sometimes the representational content of an 

experience is independent of the content of a judgement. óA man may be familiar with a perfect 

trompe lôoeil violin painted on a door, and be sure from his past experience that it is a trompe 

lôoeil: nevertheless his experience may continue to represent a violin as hanging on the door in 

front of him.ô loc. cit. Peacocke notes that: óThe possibility of this kind of independence is one 

of the marks of the content of experience as opposed to the content of judgement.ô loc. cit. I 

shall look at other cases where the content of a judgement can be separated from the content of 

experience below. 
141 Millar, op. cit., p. 20. óIf, for example, you believe that your pet cat is a Russian blue then 

you must grasp the concept of a Russian blue.ô loc. cit. 
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different contents then they are of different state-types within that category.ô142 

More simply, the intrinsicality principle states that óthe representational content 

of a state is intrinsic to that state ... two states which differ in representational 

content are different states.ô143 These claims will be qualified later in light of 

the continuum account. For the moment, it shall be assumed that each of the 

principles need to be satisfied in their present form.  

 Obviously the two principles are connected. It is surely not normally possible 

to represent a given state of affairs without having a concept with which to 

represent that state of affairs (so the intrinsicality principle requires that the 

concept principle be satisfied).144 Yet, by parity, to have a concept as an 

ingredient in a mental state requires that one can identify experiences of certain 

representational state-types (so the concept principle requires that the 

intrinsicality principle be satisfied).145  

 In the case of propositional attitudes or judgements (desires, beliefs and so 

on) both these principles are satisfied. (It seems hardly possible to 

desire/want/believe some p without having the concept p, and it hardly seems 

possible to have p as a concept without knowing what kind of thing p would 

represent.) But in the case of sensory experiences, these principles are not so 

easily satisfied. To take an example used previously: a perceptual judgement of 

a tomato both requires that I have the concept ótomatoô and also requires that the 

token experience I am having is a state-type intrinsic to a representational 

content of a certain kind (which someone else can share). However, both these 

conditions need not be satisfied. I can, for instance, experience a visual scene 

with a tomato in it without necessarily engaging the relevant concept (perhaps I 

am in a hurry or am being distracted at the time) and two people can share the 

same experience even if one possesses the concept and the other doesnôt (but 

this will not mean that their experiences are thereby of a different 

representational state-type). This kind of content is what makes an experience a 

sensory experience or a perception, rather than a propositional attitude or a 

                                                 
142 Ibid., p. 21. óThus if Kateôs belief B is the belief that p and Fredôs belief Bô is the belief that 

q, then B and Bô are different beliefs in the sense that they are different belief-types.ô loc. cit. 
143 A. Millar, óWhatôs in a Look?,ô pp. 86. 
144 Peacocke affirms this point: ó[I]t is in the nature of representational content that it cannot be 

built up from concepts unless the subject of the experience himself has those concepts: the 

representational content is the way the experience presents the world as being, and it can hardly 

present the world as being that way if the subject is incapable of appreciating what that way is.ô 

op. cit., p. 7. 
145 Peacocke seems to affirm this point too: ó[T]he representational content concerns the world 

external to the experiencer, and as such is assessable as true or false ... this content is something 

intrinsic to the experience itself - any experience which does not represent to the subject the 

world being the way that this content specifies is phenomenologically different, an experience 

of a different type.ô ibid., p. 9.  



  

 118 

 

judgment.146  

 According to Peacocke, judgments (ópropositional attitudesô) involve ópast 

experienceô and are inevitably inferential in content involving all the high-level 

influences mentioned in previous chapters. However, perceptions (ósensory 

experiencesô) can have both non-representational and representational aspects. 

The non-representational aspects are supposed to be óindependentô147  of 

inference, but not entirely: the representational aspects capture the 

inferentialistôs idea that there seems to be a representational or an object content 

to experience, while the non-representational aspect captures the idea that 

experiences can have observational features. Peacockeôs two óaspectsô of 

perception then, are supposed to capture the intuitions of both the inferentialist 

proposal and the observational account: the representative aspect has a 

determinate content; the non-representative aspect has a sensational content. 

He explains: 
 

Historically, the distinction between putative perceptual experience, and 

sensation has been the distinction between those experiences which do in 

themselves represent the environment of the experiencer as being a certain 

way, and those experiences which have no such representative content. A 

visual perceptual experience enjoyed by someone sitting at a desk may 

represent various writing implements and items of furniture having particular 

spatial relations to one another and to the experiencer, and as themselves 

having various qualities; a sensation of small, by contrast, may have no 

representative content of any kind ... Representational properties will be 

properties an experience has in virtue of features of its representational 

content; while sensational properties will be properties an experience has in 

virtue of some aspect - other than its representational content - of what it is 

like to have that experience.148  

 

The representational content of a perceptual experience, Peacocke says, has to 

be given by a óproposition or set of propositionsô149 which specifies the way the 

experience represents the world to be; for instance, the items of furniture or, in 

                                                 
146 Millar adopts the convention of calling an experience which fails to satisfy the above 

principles an F- type experience, and an experience which satisfies these principles to be an 

experience such that it seems to the subject that an F is there. The former is óan experience of 

the type which an F would yield, that is, would produce under certain suitability and normality 

conditions.ô The latter is an experience which, óin the absence of countervailing considerations 

its subject would believe that an F is there.ô op. cit., pp. 1- 2. The idea is that in some cases (like 

the ones just mentioned in relation to the tomato) an experience can be F- type without 

necessarily being an experience such that it seems to the subject that an F is there. (Being 

distracted or not having ótomatoô as a concept yields one sensory experience or perception, but 

not the corresponding propositional attitude or judgement.) Only in having both experiences 

according to Millar, can one yield an experience of an F. (loc cit. ). 
147 C. Peacocke, op. cit., p. 6. 
148 Ibid., pp. 5. 
149 Loc. cit. 
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the case of Sherlock Holmes, the cigar-band, Jonesôs body and the relation of 

ónearnessô of the body to the cigar-band. The representational content of an 

experience seems properly classified under what was previously called 

descriptive content. The non-representational aspects are not usually specified 

in this manner, but are properties by virtue of an organism being capable of 

having sensations of certain sorts. This is equivalent to what was previously 

called óimpurely sensationalô content. The distinction is: a representational 

content is the content of an experience which is specified in words by an 

application of descriptive concepts (say, about the presence of certain things in 

oneôs visual field, i.e., of the form x is ø); a non-representative experience is 

specified in quite different terms, perhaps in terms of some element of 

experience which is simply sensed. Is there any reason to think that there is a 

basis for a distinction here? This needs to be established.  

5.3 Representational content  

Consider the following cases offered by Peacocke:  
 

(1) You are standing on a road which stretches from you in a straight line to 

the horizon. There are two trees at the roadside, one a hundred yards from 

you, the other two hundred. Your experience represents these objects as being 

of the same physical height ... Yet there is also some sense in which the nearer 

tree occupies more of your visual field than the more distant tree. This is as 

much a feature of your experience as is its representing the trees as being the 

same height ...We can label this problem, the óproblem of additional 

characterisationô...  

(2) Suppose you look at an array of furniture with one eye closed. Some of the 

pieces of furniture may be represented by your experience as being in front of 

others. Imagine now that you look at the same scene with both eyes. The 

experience is different. It may be tempting to try to express this difference by 

saying that some chairs now appear to be in front of others, but this cannot 

suffice: for the monocular experience also represents certain objects as being 

in front of others...  

(3) Consider an example in which a wire framework in the shape of a cube is 

viewed with one eye and is seen first with one of its faces in front, the face 

parallel to this face being seen as behind it, and is then suddenly seen, without 

any change in the cube or alteration of its position, with the former face now 

behind the other. The successive experiences have different representational 

contents. ... Yet there seems to be some additional level which the successive 

experiences fall under the same logical type.150  

 

The above are not problems of perception as such, but problems for an entirely 

representative view of experience. If experiences are said to have only 

representative features, then the above are dilemmas, because they clearly 

illustrate that there are things about experiences which are not representational. 

The first example shows that a tree can occupy more of the visual field despite 

                                                 
150 Ibid., p. 12-16. 
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being represented as the same size as another; the second shows that something 

non-representative about the experience of the furniture can vary despite the 

representation of the furniture being óheld constantô151 and the third shows that 

something can look the same, (i.e., ónon-representational similaritiesô can 

occur) despite the variation in what is represented.152  

 The first example, óadditional characterisation,ô can occur in a number of 

situations even when experiencing one object on successive occasions. 

Sometimes this is known as the phenomenon of ósize constancy.ô A distant 

object under certain viewing conditions, to take an example, can actually seem 

larger than the optically represented size on the basis of that perceived distance. 

However, one can usually operate satisfactorily in the world by ignoring such 

changes in apparent size.  

 This phenomenon has some explanation in the psychological literature. 

Objects normally become smaller when seen as being distant; however, when 

viewing conditions are disturbed by features such as atmospheric mist, apparent 

distance of an object can be exaggerated. (This occurs when viewing the moon: 

the presence of an horizon within the field of view causes the moon to appear 

larger there than it does at the zenith.)153 When this happens, the brain 

compensates for the decrease in retinal image by correspondingly enlarging the 

distant object. This occasions a discrepancy between the true distance and the 

apparent distance, and the apparent perceptual dimensions of the object is thus 

distorted. So an object can be experienced as both larger than and smaller than it 

should be on the basis of its represented size.154  

 In underwater situations this size constancy effect is very pronounced. Even 

very familiar objects, such as a diverôs hand can seem too big, or too close. It is 

unlikely, however, that such experiences can be explained entirely in terms of 

the brainôs enlargement of the retinal image, as the experience of distant objects 

under unusual viewing conditions. Such objects as oneôs own hand seem too 

familiar as objects and could hardly be seen as so visually deceptive. Another 

explanation offered to account for this phenomenon is that there is a conflict 

                                                 
151 Ibid., p 13. The point here is that the representation of the objects will not vary, but there is 

something qualitatively different about the experience. Peacocke notes that this phenomenon 

also occurs in aural experiences: óA stereophonic recording of a wave breaking sounds quite 

different from a monoaural recording, even if one cannot locate aurally the direction of the 

components of the whole sound.ô ibid., p. 14. 
152 The point is, there will be something that seems the same about the cube, despite the 

representational differences. Peacocke notes that the Duck/Rabbit example was not used here 

because óthe arrangement of lines on paper remains constantô (ibid., p. 17) in this case, and the 

similarity of the successive experiences could be attributed to the representation of these lines. 

The wire cube example shows no such representational stability: the frame of the cube is 

represented differently, but something non-representational seems the same which accounts for 

the switch. 
153 My thanks to Roger McCart for pointing this out. 
154 See: H. E. Ross, Perception and Behaviour in Strange Environments, pp 54- 56. passim. 
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between different perceptual modalities - in this case proprioception and vision 

- and what ófeelsô to be at its correct distance, looks too near, or alternatively, 

what appears at its correct distance, is actually represented visually as being too 

large. The sensational content of ósmallô or ólargeô, in this case, seems to bear no 

intrinsic relationship to the visually represented experience with which it is 

usually associated. Interestingly, divers adapt to this problem in ways which 

suggest that they attend to different aspects of the perceptual situation.155 We 

shall shortly see another example in which discrepancies arising from different 

sensory modalities can yield similar ambiguous perceptual results. Such cases 

are suggestive in indicating how there can be more to an experience than how it 

is visually represented. Clearly, if there can be enlarged visual aspects to an 

experience despite its optically represented size, then there is plainly more to an 

experience than simply its projected representational features. In other words, 

Peacockeôs point, that sensory experiences involve both kinds of features, 

seems to have some basis.  

 There are other more obvious ways of making the point. The óproblem of 

additional characterisationô, for instance, does not arise only with size in the 

visual field. Peacocke notes that it can also arise in the case of visual colour, 

and aural loudness. Two walls of a room uniformly painted in terms of hue, 

brightness and saturation, might still look different in some non-representative 

fashion. And two car engines running equally loudly, might be represented as 

being indistinguishable in volume óbut again it seems undeniable that in some 

sense the nearer car sounds louder.ô156 These examples suggest again that some 

sensational content can be wrested from the representational aspects of oneôs 

experience. (How one represents the situation is only a part of oneôs 

experiential content in these cases.)  

 These examples are interesting, but it is not clear that they quite capture one 

major feature of experiential content. For one thing, the distinction Peacocke 

offers between representational and non-representational (sensational) 

experience should not be seen as being too rigid. There seems to be a clear case 

for saying that there are many intermediate cases here. There is a case for 

saying, for example, that some experiential contents might be neither 

exclusively sensational nor representational in content. A visual experience one 

may have upon initially waking up in the morning seems to have both kinds of 

features, but appears to be characteristically neither one nor the other. (The 

vague waking experience seems initially neither representational nor strictly 

                                                 
155 óDivers respond to the conflict in different ways, some perceiving mainly size-distortion, 

and others mainly distance-distortion. If the diver moves around under water, or handles 

objects, he begins to adapt to some aspect of the distortion. Some divers adapt to size and 

counter adapt (perceive increased distortion) to distance; others do the opposite; and a few 

manage to adapt to both size and distance, thus learning new size constancy rules which are 

appropriate to the underwater situation.ô ibid., p. 57.  
156 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 13. 
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sensational, like an unnoticed back pain.) It is unclear if such an experience 

should be said to have exclusively representational or non-representational 

aspects. This is not necessarily a problem with Peacockeôs distinctions, it might 

just show that there may be various levels at which these features of perceptions 

might overlap. This would be consistent with the continuum account being 

advocated in which several degrees of content can occur jointly in single 

experiential amalgams. In any event, there are problems with a view which 

stresses that only representational features fully capture the nature of 

experiential content. Non-representational sensational content (óimpurely 

sensational contentô) seems to occur in experiences too.  

 There are other cases which seem to go against the claim that only certain 

high-level features capture the content of experiences. One can, for instance, 

think of examples which separate representational content from sensational 

content, but retain substantial degrees of inference from background 

knowledge, concepts and theory. But, even here, there are aspects of the 

experience which remain unaccounted for. There is no sense in which the 

experience of music, for instance, is fully captured by its representational 

content. Though it may be inferential in some other (complex) sense, there is 

still something different about the experience of music that such inferential 

features do not capture: a solo drum player, for instance, produces music which 

sounds grouped in some way (it has certain representational features) but such 

features clearly donôt exhaust the content of the experience, otherwise there 

would be no difference between a solo drummer and a drum machine (and no 

reason to prefer one over the other). Likewise, a subdominant chord resolves 

naturally to its tonic chord in a plagal cadence in a manner that seems to have 

other features beyond the (doubtless) cultural familiarities and preferences 

which give rise to such musical conventions.157 What we can understand about 

such examples is that they exhibit features of experience which have a 

representational content and varying degrees of inference from background 

knowledge and theory, but which still have features that these aspects of 

experience cannot capture. Such features, moreover, amount to more than a 

mere mechanical stimulation of the sense organs: there is an experiential 

content to them which just does not seem to be representational or fully 

culturally informed (though it does seem to be structured in some sense).  

 Such considerations as those given above lend some support to the idea that 

there might be features of experiences which escape the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. And this, in turn, seems to lend support to the idea that 

there are sensory contents (óperceptionsô) as well as wholly 

                                                 
157 Peacocke suggests the example of hearing a chord as an augmented fourth rather than as a 

diminished fifth: óSomeone can have this experience without having the concept of an 

augmented fourth. His hearing it that way is necessarily linked to the resolutions of the chord 

that sound right to him.ô ibid., p. 25. Such examples seem to be structured in some sense which 

does not seem to be fully representational or dependent on background concepts. 
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judgement-informed experiences. The examples given above clearly suggest 

that neither the concept principle nor the intrinsicality principle captures all the 

important features of experiential content of interest in such cases.  

 Another example which lends more support for this claim is the phenomenon 

of visual grouping. Grouping is a pervasive representational and conceptual 

feature of experiences in most circumstances. One ordinarily brings to bear 

concepts of objects in normal human experience which help to sort out the 

various representational features of the visual scene before one. This is the 

intuition which makes the application of Millarôs óconcept principleô and 

óintrinsicality principleô seem so plausible in the context of experiences. 

Sherlock Holmes undoubtedly brought to bear concepts of objects, relations 

and events to sort out his visual scene. In the case of grouped experiences, the 

application of the concept principle also yields the application of the 

intrinsicality principle (because one applies concepts, oneôs experience yields 

certain grouped representational features). Holmesôs experience thus exhibited 

a content that had projected certain representational state-types. Indeed, visual 

grouping is ordinarily so commonly tied to the concepts and representations 

that one brings to an experience, that one ordinarily óseesô oneôs experience as a 

group of objects. Yet the case of visual grouping as necessarily involving 

óhigh-levelô concepts and representational content is obviously too simple a 

story, even if it might be true of normal human perception. For it is clear that in 

other circumstances one may not have a concept with which to group some 

scene and yet oneôs experience might be óintrinsically groupedô in some 

fashion. The arrays below seem to involve no organisational concepts (beyond 

the concept of ólineô) yet they are clearly seen in one way rather than any 

other:158 

 

                                                 
158 I. Rock, Introduction to Perception, p. 259. In the first array below (i) and (ii) and (iii) and 

(iv) are seen to be grouped; in the second array (ii) and (iii) are seen to be grouped. 
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Figure 2 Ambiguous line groupings 

 

This kind of case does not seem to require concepts in the very strong sense in 

which representational or propositional linguistic concepts are needed. But 

there does seem to be a structural way in which the various experiences are 

organised. Are we to call this pattern of organisation óinferentialô in the 

high-level sense or not?  

 It seems to be extending the notion of inference too far to answer this 

question in the affirmative; however, the experience does not seem to be 

altogether ósensationalô either. Again, like the music case, this experience 

seems to be structured, but not entirely representational; nor does it seem to 

involve the imposition of sophisticated concepts.  

 There are more interesting cases of grouped experiences than this. Peacocke 

suggests that the following array: 
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shows that experiences can be ódifferently grouped in successive experiences 

[being] seen as either rows or columnsô159 i.e., as the following configurations: 

 

Figure 3 Ambiguous dot array 

He also suggests that this phenomenon might demonstrate a problem with the 

idea that perceptions might have intrinsically sensational properties. This is 

because switches in aspect can be distinguished ówithin the class of sensational 

properties of experience.ô160 (This, in turn, seems to suggest that there is 

nothing intrinsic to the experiences which makes them a sensational experience 

of one kind rather than another.) It shall later be suggested, however, that this is 

precisely what one should expect of such experiences if the continuum account 

is true. The case of intra-grouping aspect switches (such as that between rows 

and columns) is an instance of the various features of an experience being 

attended to at different times. And this is possible only if experience has the 

                                                 
159 Peacocke, op. cit., pp. 25-6. 
160 Ibid., p. 26. This example is taken from Rock, op. cit., who describes the original 

configuration as óunstable and ambiguous.ô (p. 257). 
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character of being a composite of various kinds of content simultaneously.  

 The point of the examples given above is simply to demonstrate that the 

application of concepts and representational content do not exhaust a 

specification of the nature of experiences. Both the concept principle and the 

intrinsicality principle seem to be insufficient to capture the content of sensory 

experiences or perceptions, even if they might be adequate to capture the 

content of propositional attitudes or judgements. (This is the reason that both 

Peacocke and Millar see the need to postulate a further category which is 

neither proposition-like, nor sensation-like.) There seems to be a qualitative 

kind of sensational or perceptual content in the former kinds of experiences 

which simply cannot be captured in strictly óhigh-levelô terms. (Some of the 

above examples suggest that there is more to an experience than its intrinsic 

representational content; others suggest that the application of the concept 

principle is irrelevant to some grouped experiences.) These examples 

notwithstanding, it is nonetheless clear that philosophers have not been 

completely wrong to concentrate on high-level features when giving the content 

of experience. In each of the above examples the content of the experience does 

involve appeal to some inferential features. (In the case of the line groupings, it 

is simply the structural features of a ólineô; in the case of the resolving chords, it 

is the structured features of a culturally familiar musical progression.) The point 

is just that the extension of such inferential features as necessary and sufficient 

characteristics of experience generally seems to have been seriously 

over-emphasised.  

 The above considerations are important if they are true, and they do seem to 

be true. The considerations here should suggest that there is an inherent 

flexibility in the notion of experience being inferential or non-inferential, which 

neither the inferentialist proposal nor the observational account allows for. 

Some experiences, while not captured by inferential features, are certainly 

informed by them to some degree. This leaves neither the inferentialist proposal 

nor the observational account in a position to claim to be fully adequate 

accounts of experiential content, the above examples being instances in which 

experiences which are otherwise strongly inferential yet still have content 

which cannot be captured in inferential terms.  

 There are even stronger reasons for doubting the terms of the inferentialist 

proposal as a full and adequate account of experiential content. Peacocke notes 

that in óthe normal human experience ... visual field properties are associated 

with a representational content,ô161 but it is, in principle, possible to conceive of 

cases in which the sensational property and the representation of certain objects 

are present but where it is unclear to what extent there is a projection of these 

features onto the representational content of the world being experienced. Such 

cases offer examples of representational experiences without the normally 

                                                 
161 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 14. 
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projected state-type features. This is so in the case of congenitally blind people 

equipped with a tactile vision substitution system (TVSS), which registers the 

output of television cameras in terms of the motion of vibrating rods on the 

subjectôs back. These patients learn to transform vibro-tactor displays on their 

skins into óvisualô arrays, projected in space. But although a óprojectionô of 

sorts occurs here, what kind of projection is it? According to the results of such 

a procedure, the subjects seem to undergo óintrinsically spatial sensations ... 

which are not those of pressure or vibration, and which are reported to be quite 

unlike those of touch.ô Furthermore, in some studies, the patients report that 

their spatial sensations seem to be centred around the lens of the camera, not 

their backs, or objects in the world. Now, although this kind of experience may 

involve some kind of projection, it is clear that the projection need not be 

associated with representational content of objects in the world. The reports of 

subjects undergoing such óexperiencesô are also very curious: As well as saying 

that these sensations appearing to come from the face of the camera not their 

backs, nor out in the world, they also suggest that the visual data seem to exist in 

two dimensional space with no depth. According to such subjects, the normal 

vocabulary of óseeingô (presumably that vocabulary associated with 

representational content) is inappropriate for capturing the experiences.162 

 The evidence, of course, admits of several interpretations. What it might 

mean is that one can have experiences which are both unlike visual sensations 

and visual representations. The subject might not represent the content of his 

experience in any fully projected way like Sherlock Holmes does with the 

cigar-band, although it seems he/she is still consciously aware of certain 

(non-visual, non-tactile) representational features. This phenomenon is very 

odd, but we might think of reasons for this: it seems prima facie reasonable that 

in order for an organism to achieve success in modelling experiences in terms of 

their projected representational contents, a requirement is that such an organism 

undergo prior non-projected (or partially-projected) representational 

experiences in the first instance. (In a congenitally blind person these inchoate 

partially-projected experiences donôt come via their usual route due to the 

defect in the visual system, though this route can, apparently, be short-circuited 

to produce the appropriate sensations in the absence of their [visual] 

representational correlates). What a blind person experiences when equipped 

with a TVSS are spatial sensations with only partly-projected features that his 

visual system would fully represent if his visual system were operating 

normally.163  

                                                 
162 Ibid., p. 15. See, for instance: G. Guarniero, óExperience of Tactile Vision,ô pp. 101-4; P. 

Bach-y-Rita et al, óVision Substitution by Tactile Image Projection,ô pp. 963-4.  
163 A possible analogy to the case of the congenitally blind personôs sense of space is the 

phenomenon of waking up in a strange place and ónot knowing where you areô. At the instant of 

waking one experiences certain spatial sensations of things being in certain vague relationships, 

but oneôs projection of them is not clear. (The table is in a vague direction within oneôs visual 
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 The suggestion that one can have sensational features of spatial experiences, 

but not necessarily fully projected features of the same experience, is damaging 

for the inferentialist proposal. But the idea that such aspects of experience 

might be necessary precursors to fully projected, representational features 

seems plausible for evolutionary reasons. Briefly, it would seem that if 

inferential/non-inferential dimensions constitute a continuum and not an 

exclusive dichotomy, then some primitive kind of content must be available to 

very unsophisticated organisms simply to help them survive. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, there might be selective advantages in having some kind of sense of 

spatiality without very complex representational content. One need not be able 

to fully project oneôs experience as a certain spatially located object in the world 

(though it is doubly advantageous if one can do both). All one has to have, in the 

simplest case, is a visual field experience of some vague spatial kind without 

fully projected features (ófullyô in the sense of having the projected features 

associated with a given representational content). One need only the sense that 

something is fast approaching, rather than representing that an object is fast 

approaching. One could even run a line similar to Dawkins here: if no eye, 

better a light senstitive patch than nothing. Similarly, if no projected state types, 

better a semi-projected sense of spatiality than nothing at all.164  

 Of course, like a very unsophisticated organism, the congenitally blind 

cannot represent objects spatially in any visual sense either. However, in such a 

case, it is better that an organism can feel, at least, some kind of representational 

aspects of experience, if it has no other more sophisticated abilities; but even if 

it did, given that one can project spatial features of objects incorrectly, it is also 

selectively useful to be able to sense spatiality without necessarily being able to 

fully project it. Sensing a visual field enlargement is useful selectively, since 

one may be wrong about exactly what one projects, and how oneôs projection is 

occupying visual space. How an experience is processed depends less on the 

actual object represented, than on the segregation of certain groups of stimuli 

which are then available for later more detailed processing.165  

 Another consideration here is the point that one might somehow register 

features of experiential content without necessarily representing those features 

                                                                                                                                
field etc.) As one becomes more conscious of the situation, of course, the projected spatial 

features become more dominating than the partly-projected spatial ones. 
164 Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, passim, especially óMaking Tracks through 

Animal Spaceô. 
165 There is some evidence for the independent processing of subjective contour brightness and 

sharpness which suggests a limited application of óhigher-orderô cognitive mechanisms. There 

is also some evidence for an expanded role in perceptual processing for so-called ópreattentiveô 

vision (i.e. low-level stimulus grouping which does not depend on the identification and 

analysis of that stimulus). See: S. Siegel and S. Petry, óEvidence for the Independent Processing 

of Subjective Contour Brightness and Sharpness,ô p. 233-41. See also: M. Bravo and R. Blake, 

óPreattentive Vision and Perceptual Groups,ô pp. 515-22.  
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at all. It is this kind of phenomenon that Millar has in mind when he considers 

what he calls an óaspectô of experience. The example he has in mind arises most 

vividly in the case of colour perception: 
 

Sensational properties can be further illustrated with the help of the notion of 

an aspect. A uniformly red surface looked at from a particular point of view 

in particular conditions of light may present a richly variegated pattern of 

light and shade and hue. This pattern is a colour aspect and is as much an 

objective property of the surface as its colour which is uniformly red. Often, 

perhaps more often than not, we do not notice the colour aspects of the things 

we look at. That is one reason why it is difficult to paint and draw. But even if 

in looking at the red surface we failed to notice the variegated pattern it 

presents, there remains a sense in which our experience could be said to 

register the aspect. Even if we are not attending to the aspect in a way that 

would enable us to describe it, our experience would in normal circumstances 

have a phenomenal character which would be different if the aspect were 

different. A change in the position of the light source, for instance, would 

alter the aspect and this would normally produce a change in the phenomenal 

character of the experience. Registering the colour aspect in question is a 

sensational property. An experience can possess this property and yet not be 

of a surface presenting this aspect in question. One could obtain an 

experience of the latter sort by attending to the aspect with the artistôs eye, but 

an experience might register the aspect even if it did not result from such 

attention.166  

 

In this case, the experience of a coloured hue might not seem to be fixed onto 

the experience of the painted surface as such; it may seem, instead, to be a 

product of attention. (One may notice a painted surface, yet not the change in 

hue, even though one registers the hue and can attend to it when required.) The 

passage quoted from Sibley in Chapter 1 gave a case of scratches on a window. 

In this case, one might not be attending to the scratches, yet the scratches may 

still present themselves as blurry óin the corner of oneôs eyeô. There is a 

difference in these cases. The first example shows that an aspect may not be 

noticed and yet be present in oneôs experience (the colour hue); the second 

shows that an aspect might be noticed and yet not projected in oneôs experience 

(the window scratches). So, as well as there being unnoticed seeings, there can 

be unprojected noticings or low-level registerings. Such examples are 

problematic for a representational view of experiential content and the 

inferentialist proposal generally. They are a problem because such examples 

show that some features of experience are simply not captured by high-level 

influences. 

 There are more interesting cases of experiences with non-representational 

features. Beck offers a case of colour perception in which the features of a 

colour hue can be noticed to switch between aspects in successive experiences 

                                                 
166 A. Millar, óWhatôs in a Look?ô, op. cit., pp. 88-89. 
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of the one projection. In Beckôs example, the intersection of three sets of 

differently coloured circles is a combination of the colours of each circle in 

equal proportions. Yet when the circles are seen on various inclined planes, the 

intersecting colour can be seen only sometimes as a mixed colour and 

sometimes as an unmixed colour as seen through the overlain ótransparentô part 

of one circle.167 In this example, it is also possible to notice only one aspect or 

the other; the other not being obvious until it is pointed out or concentrated on. 

Millarôs claim above about often not noticing the colour aspects of the things 

we look at is clearly a pervasive feature of colour perception. It is attention that 

makes us notice certain colour features over others. But when one is attentive to 

changes in aspect one can also notice successive aspect shifts as Beckôs 

example shows. The class of alternating sensational experiences in this case is 

clearly experienced as something quite different from the representational 

content of the experience as circles of certain non-uniform colours.  

 The case of intra-grouping aspect shifts mentioned earlier is no less 

mysterious than the aspect shifts in Beckôs surface colour example. Such cases 

show that the content of an experience can oscillate between its various aspect 

features as a function of attention. And this is perfectly intelligible if the 

complexity thesis is true and experience is composed of various interposed 

(sensational, representational, etc.) elements as an experiential amalgam. In 

concentrating on an experience, one cannot normally notice all its various 

aspects. But over time, and by concentration, those various aspects can come to 

be the subject of oneôs attention (hence, the phenomenon of aspect-switches). 

Peacockeôs problem earlier need not be a difficulty unless it is assumed that 

experiences have one or other sensational property and not several kinds of 

content simultaneously.  

 The phenomenon of attention fixing itself is troublesome for the inferentialist 

line. In perception, it is important to be able to notice something without 

representing it or knowing what that thing is - it is important for the visual 

system to register information without the necessary input of óhigh-levelô 

features. It is well known in the optical sciences that parts of the retina (in 

particular, the extreme edge) is very sensitive to low-level informational inputs 

such as movement, but not to highly complex, inferentially-mediated 

discriminations like objects. The very physiology of the eye, it seems, allows us 

to register low-level, selectively useful óaspectsô - of scenes, events, etc. - 

without being able to process that information intellectually. In Dretskeôs 

terms, it allows us, paradoxically, to ónotice them even before one sees 

them.ô168  

                                                 
167 See J. Beck, Surface Colour Perception, plate 1. 
168 F. I. Dretske, Seeing and Knowing, p. 15. Gregory remarks of the extreme edge of the retina: 

ówhen stimulated by movement we experience nothing, but a reflex is initiated which rotates the 

eye to bring the moving object into central vision, so that the highly developed foveal region 
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 Several examples have been given where significant experiential content can 

be shown to issue in circumstances in which the representational content of an 

experience is either absent altogether or occurs in degrees. Representational 

features of experience clearly do not fully capture what has been called 

low-level óaspectsô of content. An experience can have certain representational 

features as well as having aspects which do not seem representational. An 

aspect may also be noticed or unnoticed without being projected. Aspect shifts 

can also occur in successive experiences of the same projected object. My 

conclusion about such cases is that they are a problem for the inferentialist 

proposal and, in fact, go some way to add to the plausibility of the continuum 

account. On this account it is plausible that there are such low-level sensational 

features of experiences as much as high-level features, and, given the 

complexity thesis, there should be such sensational features in every 

experiential amalgam.  

5.4 Epistemic content 

Another feature of the inferentialist proposal is the emphasis on background 

knowledge in experiential content. On this view, the content of oneôs 

knowledge necessarily filters oneôs experience. Sherlock Holmes brought to 

bear implicit knowledge of objects and events as well as information about 

Jones, his assailantôs smoking habits, etc., in order to have the experience he 

did. Experiences are necessarily epistemic on this view.  

 However, while such claims are plausible for aspects of some experiences, 

they are not plausible for the experiences of conceptually unsophisticated 

organisms, nor even for experiences of a certain type. Again, the phenomenon 

of colour experience must be seen as a difficulty for this account. In this case, 

while it may be clear that one represents certain features of the world, one is 

very hard-pressed to see the relevance of the influence of óhigh-levelô 

background knowledge. It would seem, in fact, that despite what one knew 

about colours, one cannot help but experience them in a certain way. óSeeingô a 

colour amounts to perceiving contentful features which are independent of what 

colours actually are.  

 C.L. Hardin considers various illusions as being problematic for any broadly 

óphysicalistô account of the phenomenon of colour. The implications of this 

view are problematic for any inferentialist account of experiential content also. 

Colour, on the physicalist account, is a feature of wave-lengths of light hitting 

the retina and exciting photoreceptors, which, in turn, hyperpolarize and 

generate electrochemical signals in the surrounding cells. Colour perception is a 

purely physical process involving purely physical mechanisms. The process of 

                                                                                                                                
with its associated central neural network is brought into play for identifying the object. The 

edge of the retina is thus an early-warning device, used to rotate the eyes to aim the 

object-recognition part of the system on to objects likely to be friend or foe rather than neutral.ô 

R. L. Gregory, Eye and Brain: The Psychology of Seeing, p. 91.  



  

 132 

 

absorbing the various frequencies of such lightwaves is supposed to account for 

the phenomenon of colour.169 But óBidwellôs Ghostô is a striking challenge to 

this view, as Hardin explains: 
 

Imagine the following experiment. Before you is a spinning disk, illuminated 

by an ordinary incandescent lamp. If most people are asked what color they 

see on the face of the disk, they will unhesitatingly reply that they see a bluish 

green. ...[T]his proves to be a trick of sorts. When the wheel is made to turn 

very slowly you see a half-black, half-white disk with a slot through which a 

red lamp flashes. You saw no red at all before, and you can discern no bluish 

green now... This particular after-image phenomenon is called Bidwellôs 

ghost...When you view Bidwellôs ghost, it is always open to you to deny that 

you are seeing bluish green, on the grounds that after-images are not physical 

objects and only physical objects have colors. But it is then fair to ask you 

what color you do see. Red? Grey? No color at all? None of these answers is 

intuitively very appealing.170 

 

It is not satisfactory to appeal here to the colour properties of spectral 

wavelengths of light either, as the anomalous cases can be multiplied. A 

projected ópureô yellow light of (roughly) 577 nanometers is perceptually 

equivalent to the superimposition of a ópureô green light of (roughly) 540 

nanometers and a ópureô red light of 670 nanometers. There is no trace of 577 

nm. light in the superimposed light, though it looks exactly the same as its 

isolated equivalent.171 A further example of a colour illusion is when a blue, 

green or red light is projected onto a white surface. Such colours appear as such 

- i.e., as blue, green and red; however, when a yellow light is projected onto a 

white surface, it appears as white at the surface. This phenomenon is 

particularly puzzling, given that the physiology of colour vision supposedly 

involves the excitation combinations of only three types of cone cells which 

contain only red, blue and green pigments.172 Such cases throw doubt upon the 

óphysicalistô account of such experiences. For, as Hardin notes: óthe physicalist 

                                                 
169 For details, see C. L. Hardin, Colour for Philosophers: Unweaving the Rainbow, passim. 
170 C.L. Hardin, óColour and Illusion,ô from Mind and Cognition: A Reader, op. cit., p. 555. 
171 Perceptually equivalent yet physically inequivalent colour visual stimuli are known as 

metamers. The examples of this phenomenon are legion: the case of the colour white, for 

instance, which is a composite of wavelengths of all colours and seems to have no visible 

chromatic colours at all. And it can be demonstrated in the phenomenon of ósimultaneous 

contrastô that a physically identifiable colour when placed alongside other colours can induce 

the complementary colour in that region. The point here is that ó.. any theory of colour that is to 

be of any interest, must go beyond a set of raw stipulations to the effect that such-and-such 

wavelengths are to count as red, and that so-and-so wavelengths are to be cyan, and so on ... At 

the very least, we can demand of a theory of colour that it satisfactorily represent what is going 

on when we see red and brown and white and black in ordinary life.ô For multiple examples, see 

Hardin, ibid., pp. 556-8.  
172 For an account of the physiology of colour perception, see: S. L. Merbs and J. Nathans, 

óAbsorption Spectra of Human Cone Pigments,ô pp. 433-435.  
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who would reduce real colors to wavelengths of light should be able to pick out 

the real colors on the basis of physical considerations alone.ô173 

 Physicalists have different approaches to this issue. Colour has been taken by 

some physicalists (e.g., Armstrong) as a complex environmental property. 

Other physicalists (e.g., Smart) have taken colour to be a secondary property 

which can be analysed reductively. The reductionist-type proposal has to meet 

the kinds of problems just mentioned. The other kind of proposal has to face the 

difficulty that the complex physical processes in question are highly disjunctive 

(and, hence, cannot easily be described) but, worse still, they donôt seem to 

capture our ordinary conception of colours as we experience them. There really 

seem to be no other authentic possibilities to deal with this problem despite 

recent attempts to develop intermediate positions.174 Marie McGinn argues that 

we cannot have our ordinary ósubjectiveô understanding and our physicalism 

too: 
 

Either colour is identical with some complex physical property of a surface 

(for example, its propensity to reflect light of a given wavelength), but the 

apparent connection between colour and the notion of an objectôs looking like 

this is lost. Or, colour is accounted for in terms of primary qualities on 

perceiving subjects, but at the cost of creating an intensional realm whose 

contents are conceived as subjective qualities beyond the scope of scientific 

investigation.175  

 

Of course it doesnôt follow that colour aspects are beyond the scope of scientific 

investigation at all. More argument needs to be offered for this to be a plausible 

claim. What does follow is that what one experiences appears to be different 

from what is known about the physical properties of such experiences. Knowing 

what a colour is, doesnôt help one with cases of colour illusion. This is as much 

a problem for inferentialism as it is for physicalism. There appear to be features 

of colour perception which are qualitatively irreducible to how physics tell us a 

colour should behave in the case of superimposed wavelengths of light. 

óBackground knowledgeô may capture Holmesôs experience of Jones and the 

cigar-band, but it doesnôt capture certain features of how colours look.  

 Nor can colours be captured by representational features. Take the case of the 

after-image produced by a camera flash-bulb. In such a case, the red spot 

precisely obscures the photographer being represented in the experience by the 

people being photographed, yet there is no question that the red spot is located 

in the experience as any represented feature: rather, the transitory colour 

                                                 
173 Ibid., p. 557. Presumably, on the strength of such examples, the same conclusion should 

have to be reached on the so-called ódispositionalô account of colours. For a critique of such a 

view along the same lines, see: P.A. Boghossian and J.D. Velleman, óColour as a Secondary 

Qualityô, pp. 81-103. See also their óPhysicalist Theories of Colourô.  
174 See: K. R. Westphal, Colour ; C. McGinn, The Subjective View. 
175 M. McGinn, óOn Two Recent Accounts of Colourô, pp. 316-324. 
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appears to be a sui generis feature of the experience or an óaspectô of the 

experience in my sense. The colour flash seems to be a partly qualitative, not an 

entirely representational, experience.  

 Colours have some quite peculiar features which militate against the idea that 

they can be captured in the terms of the inferentialist proposal. Katz isolates 

several distinguishable aspects of colour perception which he describes as the 

ómodes of appearanceô of colours.176 Surface colours, according to Katz, can be 

distinguished from film colours. Colours can also have voluminousness and 

transparency. So-called mirrored colours can also be distinguished from those 

which have lustre; and colours with luminosity can be perceptually 

discriminated from those which have glow. (I shall outline only some of these 

below. For further details see Katz.) 

 Any of the above features of colour experiences must be seen as problematic 

for the view of experiential content being criticised. This is so because not all 

the features mentioned can be captured in inferential terms. Katz shows that 

where some colours seem to be localised óso precisely at an exactly definable 

distanceô177 (e.g., the colour of a piece of paper), other colours óseem to be 

gauged only with some degree of uncertaintyô178 (e.g., viewing the colour of the 

sky through a hollow tube, or viewing a spectrometer where the location of a 

colour is judged to vary widely at distances between 50 - 80 cm). The first kind 

of colours seem to belong to an object or surface and hence are called ósurfaceô 

colours; these alone seem to have a representational content. The latter kind of 

colours, however, seem not to be so located and are known as ófilmô colours. 

These colour appearances have other distinguishing features: the appearance of 

film colours also seems to have an essentially frontal plane orientation, whereas 

the surface colours ómay appear in all possible modes of orientationô,179 

corresponding to the orientation of the object. Surface colours can also have a 

wrinkled or smooth texture, whereas film colours are always uniformly smooth. 

In the case of film colours, it also seems as though one can penetrate deeply into 

the colour. In the case of surface colours, however, the colour seems to present a 

barrier beyond which the eye cannot pass óas though the colour ... offers 

resistance to the eye.ô180 Compare the blueness of the sky as a film colour and 

the orange of a pomegranate as a surface colour as examples which exhibit 

these characteristics. These features are not stable characteristics of colours. 

Katz notes that óall possible intermediate stages are to be found between surface 

colours and film colours.ô181 It is also apparent that colours of the one kind can 

                                                 
176 D. Katz, The World of Colour, p. 7. 
177 Loc. cit. 
178 Loc. cit. 
179 Ibid., p. 71. 
180 Ibid., p. 8. 
181 Ibid., pp. 9-10. 
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be made to have features of the other in some circumstances. Various influences 

can also be made on both surface and film colours which change their 

appearance. Seeing a colour through one eye, rather than both, results in surface 

colours appearing to recede; seeing a surface colour through a small aperture 

(e.g., a key hole) makes it seem like a film colour in having a frontal plane 

orientation. Looking at the orientation of a film colour (e.g., the blueness of the 

sky) can be influenced by the presence of surface colours in the same visual 

region when they stand in clear relief (they will often make the blue of the sky 

óbend towardsô the object).182 However, when no surface colours are present, a 

film colour seems to lack spatial localisation (e.g., the subjective visual grey 

experienced when oneôs eyes are closed).   

 Some surface colours also seem to have volume which is quite distinct from 

the volume of an object. Ordinary objects have no volume in respect of their 

colour (even though the object itself has volume). However, the grey of a fog or 

the colour of a liquid may appear to have volume by seeming to occupy 

tri-dimensional space. According to Katz, a colour can have voluminousness 

only when it is transparent. The more dense a fog becomes (and 

correspondingly less transparent) the more it takes on the appearance of film 

colour. The volume filling surface colour of the fog is lost with an increase of 

opacity. 183  A colour, however, can be transparent without having 

voluminousness at all (a coloured perspex sheet does not seem to occupy 

tri-dimensional space like a moderately thick fog).  

 Such features of colours are variable in the extreme and seem to be quite 

different to the representational localisation of the particular surface colour of 

an object. Moreover, it is easy to ignore these features; it is easy to see the world 

simply as groupings of surface colours. This is so because we have largely 

adapted to attend to such colour aspects over others (we normally see colours in 

terms of coloured represented objects ). There are, however, strong reasons for 

thinking that this is but one mode of appearance of colours among others. 

Presumably there is a case for claiming that this is the most survivally useful of 

all colour aspects (it is, after all, objects which are the source of many of our 

survival needs and avoidances); however, this should not go to rule out other 

colour appearances. The point here is that such features of colour experiences 

seem too complex to be captured in the simplistic terms of the inferentialist 

proposal.  

 Colour reductionism seems to be false, and so does a simple view of colours 

as being the surface properties of objects. Why should a reductionism of 

perceptual experiences to óhigh-levelô features (such as representational or 

                                                 
182 Ibid., p. 73. óIn general, the more distinctly the surface colour acting upon it deviates from 

[the] orientation [of the film colour], the more the film deviates from the frontal-parallel 

position.ô Loc. cit. 
183 Ibid., p. 21. 
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epistemic content) be true? The suggestion here is that this issues from a 

skewed conception of the observation/theory distinction. This has led to an 

over-emphasis being placed on the importance of high-level input to 

experiential content. There seem to be good reasons, however, for taking a 

somewhat less extreme proposal seriously.  

 Some experiences have aspects like óadditional characterisationô over and 

above what is represented in the experience; others are spatially represented in 

some sense, yet not fully projected; others still have content in a way which is 

not influenced by background knowledge and concepts. Colour experiences 

seem to have features which cannot be captured in entirely representational or 

epistemic terms. Besides this, there are reasons for supposing that some 

experiences, though involving inference, are not propositional and also cases 

where it is an over-rationalisation to speak of theory being involved. In view of 

this, it seems plausible that the various features of high-level inference do not 

influence experience en bloc. It is also plausible that they do not have the 

important focus that the inferentialist attributes to them. In the light of the 

examples given, Millarôs concept principle and intrinsicality principle certainly 

do not capture some interesting features of experiential content. There are some 

features of experience which escape such characterisations.  

 Considerations like this may suggest that the tripartite characterisation of 

sensations, sensory experiences (perceptions) and propositional attitudes 

(judgements) is a more accurate way of describing experiential content. 

Generally speaking it is a better account. However, it is not the kind of 

characterisation being defended in this book. The claim is that an even more 

compelling proposal would allow for degrees of influence even within the 

various levels of experience. That is, there seems to be no logically compelling 

reason to stop at Peacockeôs or Millarôs three-way distinction between 

sensations, perceptions and judgments.  

 A number of considerations suggest an application of graduated categories 

even within these divisions. Firstly, the phenomenon of intra-grouping aspect 

switches (above), like the colour aspect switches, seems to indicate that within 

the class of sensational properties, distinguishable contents can be isolated (this 

not only demonstrates a fundamental role for attention in the fixation of 

experiential content, but also that certain structural grouping abilities require 

low-level inferential capacities). Secondly, the phenomenon of representational 

aspects and non-representational aspects within the class of sensory 

experiences alone seems to be too rigid: there is surely a case for saying that 

some experiences can be neither strictly representational nor 

non-representational in Peacockeôs or Millarôs sense (e.g., the vague waking 

experience, or the experience of a film colour). Finally, both the concept 

principle and the intrinsicality principle seem to be too blunt. What constitutes a 

óconceptô in the case of the line groupings given above? How does having the 

concept of Russian Blue capture an unnoticed (but registered) colour aspect? 



  

 137 

 

What constitutes an óintrinsicô representational state-type in the case of 

experience via the tactile-vision simulator? A more plausible application of 

such categories would not be just to judgements or propositional attitudes, but 

to lower order, less sophisticated contents in various degrees of sophistication.  

 Such experiences seem to require more than just sensory inputs and rather 

less than high-level concepts, background knowledge and representational 

states. The typology of sensations, perceptions and judgements does not capture 

such considerations. Though the accounts offered by Peacocke and Millar 

constitute an improvement on the inferentialist proposal and the observational 

account, they still require some refinement.  

 What can we conclude from all this? Peacockeôs view of the matter is this: 
 

Those who say that sensation has almost no role to play in normal, mature 

human experience, or at least in normal human visual experience, commonly 

cite as their ground the fact that all visual experience have some 

representational content. If this is indeed a fact, it shows that no human visual 

experience is a pure sensation. But it does not follow that such experience 

does not have sensational properties. It is one thing to say that all mature 

visual experiences have representational content, another thing to say that no 

such experience has intrinsic properties (properties which help to specify 

what it is like to have the experience) explicable without reference to 

representational content. We can label those who dispute this view, and hold 

that all intrinsic properties of mature human visual experiences are possessed 

in virtue of their representational content, óextreme perceptual theoristsô.184 

 

What are called óintrinsic propertiesô here correspond fairly well to what has 

been called sensational aspects of experience (Peacocke also calls them 

ósensational propertiesô). On the basis of the previous discussion, it would seem 

there are intrinsic properties. By implication, of course, the inferentialist 

proposal stands in need of serious revision. 

 Peacockeôs claim suggests a way of transcending the traditional dichotomy 

of the inferentialist proposal and the observational account. He claims (rightly 

in my view) that even though straightforward, inferentially-informed 

perceptions (ómature visual experienceô) contain representational content, it 

does not follow that such experiences do not also have sensational properties. In 

other words, Peacocke admits the possibility that low-level content is always 

present even in straightforwardly óhigh-levelô perceptions.  

 Of course, being an óextreme perceptual theoristô is another way of saying 

that experience needs a background of theories and concepts to embed the 

representational contents; it is another way of describing the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. But, as Peacocke notes, this does not rule out a 

complexity thesis: that experience actually contains low-level content as well. 

He does not attempt to provide a reason for this, but a reason for this is provided 

                                                 
184 Peacocke, op. cit., p. 8. 
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in what follows.  

5.5 Several reasons why the inferentialist proposal wonôt work 

Beyond the problems already mentioned, there are several immediately 

plausible reasons why the inferentialist proposal is not adequate.  

 The first reason: for the fully inferentialist view to be true, experience must 

be loaded with high-level concepts which are epistemic in the required sense. 

Experiences must involve descriptive concepts drawn from background 

knowledge. (This, in essence, is Millarôs óconcept principleô: óa concept can be 

an ingredient of the content of [the representational] state only if the subject 

possesses the concept. If a person believes that he caused embarrassment at the 

party the other night then the concept of embarrassment is an ingredient of the 

content of his belief.ô)185 This sort of principle naturally translates into 

experiential content on the terms of the inferentialist proposal and hence, 

experiential content is seen as representational and propositional etc. But it is 

fairly clear that the concept principle will not work. 

 As Mil lar notes, if this is true then it means that only if a person has a concept 

of a ø can they have an experience of a ø, and (importantly) if the concept 

differed, then so must the experience. But this is less than self-evident, as he 

explains: 
 

Tom, a keen gardener, is looking in the direction of a dahlia. Being in good 

order, he has a visual experience of a dahlia. Dick, his decadent flat-dwelling 

friend, lacks even a rudimentary knowledge of horticulture. He does not even 

know that dahlias are flowers, never mind that they grow from tubers, come 

in a variety of gorgeous bright colours and so on. In fact, Dick lacks the very 

concept of a dahlia ... if the hapless Dick were to look at the dahlia from 

Tomôs point of view he could not have a visual experience of the same type as 

Tomôs. His experience would differ from Tomôs in respect of its 

representational content for the simple reason that for want of the right 

concept he is in no position to judge that there is a dahlia before him. The 

counterintuitive feature of this analysis is the implication that Dickôs 

experience would have to differ qua experience from Tomôs. No problem 

attaches to the fact that while Tom would be prompted to judge that there is a 

dahlia before him, Dick would not. The problem is to see why experiences 

which differ in this way would have to be different sorts of experiences.186  

 

There are some things to be distinguished here. Millar seems wrong about one 

of them. Presumably Dick would represent the same thing in his experience that 

Tom does, even if he didnôt know what that thing was (leaving aside chronic 

myopia etc.) In this sense the experience is the same. However, Millar is right to 

isolate the problem that, on the inferentialist proposal, Dick must have had a 

different experience from that of Tom in some sense because he lacked certain 

                                                 
185 Millar, op. cit., (1985) p. 86. 
186 Ibid., pp. 90-1. 
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background knowledge. If descriptive concepts drawn from background 

knowledge are a necessary feature of the inferentialist proposal, then the 

experiences in question would have to be qualitatively different. But this 

doesnôt seem intuitively right at all. Knowing what a dahlia is should not 

influence the experience one has in any qualitative way. One should be able to 

register something about an experience (besides its representational content) 

without knowing what that thing is. If not, knowledge can be conflated in a 

necessary way with experiential content, in the manner the inferentialist 

account stipulates. But this seems less than plausible for reasons already given. 

One can register an óaspectô without ónoticingô or óknowingô it; so in this sense 

we can say that Dickôs experience is not different from Tomôs. Millar calls the 

necessary conflation of knowledge with experience óa consequence of the 

judgement theory,ô187 by which he means a view of experiential content which 

is heavily inferential. If a consequence of the inferentialist proposal is that 

experiences must differ qualitatively for want of high-level beliefs and 

concepts, then this hardly rests well with what we take to be commonsensical 

about perception. What seems true about this case is that Dick has the same 

qualitative experience, but simply does not recognise a particular object in his 

experience as being a dahlia.  

 The second reason: for the inferentialist proposal to be true, there would have 

to be no more to the content of such experiences than the concepts drawn upon. 

But this too seems to be doubtful, since representational experiences, 

experiences that, always seem to be under-determined by other features. An 

experience of a tomato, for instance, is under-determined by the experience of a 

tomato-like thing or a fake tomato. The experience of tomato-likeness by the 

presence of shape and colour features, under-determines the presentation of the 

tomato, since one can experience such things without (actually) experiencing a 

tomato. This is a pervasive feature of experiences generally, if one looks hard 

enough.  
 

The idea we are examining is that visual experiences represent or present 

possible states of the world. Their contents are supposed to be built from 

concepts under which physical objects and scenes fall. The trouble is that 

where the concept of a ø is of this sort, there is always more to there being a ø 

before the subject than can be captured by an experience.188  

 

This is precisely the reason that justifies Peacockeôs comment above. The fact 

that there can be more to an experience than that which is represented or built 

from concepts is the reason why sensational content can escape the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal. However, it is not suggested that representational 

judgements, concepts etc., should be jettisoned from experiences altogether. 

                                                 
187 Loc. cit. 
188 Ibid., pp. 94-5. 
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The claim is just that we need to adopt an application of ódegrees of conceptô to 

experience and say that there are also aspects of experiences which do not 

depend on the high-level influences drawn upon. 

 As mentioned in Chapter 2, the notion of a concept in this connection is an 

ambiguous one. There seem to be two legitimate senses of concept, and the 

inferentialist employs only one of them. Following Peacocke, it was suggested 

that óconceptô could be understood in terms of mode of presentation of a 

property, and there seemed to be two kinds of such modes: descriptive and 

sensational. From the emphasis placed on representational and propositional 

content, it is clear that the inferentialist holds that there are descriptive 

concepts, concepts which label and itemise certain represented objects of 

experience. However, there are also aspects of experience which seem simply 

sensational, not descriptive or representational. In the sense that experience 

needs concepts, my suggestion is that both kinds of concept are required. This 

would avoid the problem that there cannot be more to experience than the 

(descriptive) concept drawn upon.  

 The third reason: for the inferentialist proposal to be adequate, it must be 

true; but high-level features simply do not penetrate through experience in any 

comprehensive way at all. Just as what is represented is not the only feature of 

experiences, so too what is congruent with background theory does not 

necessarily exhaust what is sensed. The upshot is that Peacocke and Millar are 

right about needing at least a three-way categorisation of experience content. 

There at least needs to be a distinction between high-level judging, perception 

which is both judgement-informed and intrinsically sensational, and proximal 

stimulations (which are not óexperiencesô in any sense, but patterns of causal 

stimulation at the sensory surfaces). Jerry Fodor has also reached this 

conclusion in another context, which will be considered in Chapter 8. 

 The fourth reason: this concerns the application of very high-level inferential 

features to animal and infant experience. Unsophisticated creatures have 

experiences which need not be fixed by the terms of the inferentialist proposal, 

particularly linguistic propositional judgements and 

descriptive/representational concepts. Such features seem irrelevant in these 

cases. On the other hand, experiential content needs to be fixed somehow, so it 

would seem that some kind of low-level sensory content is required here. That 

low-level contentful experiences occur in addition to inference, would seem to 

have an important evolutionary function: for it seems reasonable that 

observational sensations fix simple contentful experiences for all organisms in 

a biologically direct manner. The reason this might be true is obvious enough: 

by conscious observational experience, the etiological evolutionary lead is kept 

short, which would otherwise necessitate long, unwieldy and time-consuming 

inferences. Extinction often offends if credit is asked, so certain perceptual 

information has to exist in the form of a basic and uncomplicated given for 

those organisms for whom rapidity of message and survival is important. 
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Ultimately, the argument for a continuum view on the relation between 

low-level observation and high-level inference must rely on this sort of 

evidence. And the argument would go something like this: for phylogenetic 

reasons, animals have (essentially) the same, though less well developed, 

conceptual equipment as us. They do not possess the facility to describe and, in 

particular, to propositionalise over their experiences, but they do have concepts 

of sorts, and they do sense; so sensing has content too, much more than the 

óproximal stimulationsô lead us to believe. This kind of non-verbal, contentful 

sensing would seem to be the main mode of belief fixation in animals and 

infants. For in their case, inferential abilities are sparingly developed if at all, 

and yet something has to be recognised just to make sense of how their 

movements are guided. The issue of animal experience will be dealt with in 

detail in Chapter 7. 

5.6 Conclusion 
A reconsideration of experience along the lines of the continuum account sees 

low-level content feature with high-level content along a graded, non-exclusive 

scale. Experiential content, may be an amalgam of several kinds of content. For 

the most part we can account for experiential content in these high-level terms; 

however, this is far from saying that inferentialism is correct. More needs to be 

considered than the elements of high-level inference. What also need to be 

considered are: (i) evolutionary principles (an account needs to be given of the 

experiences of unsophisticated creatures, and the fact that some content are 

selectively advantageous); (ii) the fact that the features of high-level inference 

can be separated and distinguished; and (iii) the possibility that the rationalist 

influence on philosophy has been far too strong, and has led to an 

over-emphasis of high-level features in our assessment of experiential content. 

Peacockeôs and Millarsô views go some way toward suggesting that 

experiential content is more complicated than the inferentialist proposal says it 

is. These views are essentially in sympathy with my own. As we have seen in 

this chapter, there are aspects of experiential content that the inferentialist 

proposal simply does not capture. 
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6. Idealised and Naturalised Experience 

It is therefore just as necessary to make our concepts sensible, that is, to add 

the object to them in intuition, as to make our intuitions intelligible, that is, to 

bring them under concepts.189  

 

Kant: experience idealised 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the rationalist heritage central to the inferentialist 

proposal. Kantôs metaphysic of experience will be assessed and compared with 

Lorenzôs biological perspective on Kantôs innovations. In Chapter 7, the 

question of low-level animal experience will be looked at in the light of the 

inferentialist proposal and the continuum view. In Chapter 8, Fodorôs account 

of the mind as an informational system will be discussed. Fodorôs account of 

the structure of mental content is suggestive of a multi-level view of perceptual 

processing and, with modifications, is an important support for the view that 

there are several non-exclusive degrees in which contentful properties may 

appear to experiencing organisms. In concluding this part, the causal role of 

low-level content is looked at in some detail.  

6.2 Kantôs metaphysic of experience 

Kant has supplied a very influential view of the origins of experience, which 

could, in modern terminology, be called an information-theoretic account, 

involving the presentation of data, its organisation and its output. Kantôs 

metaphysic was directed at how the objects of knowledge are possible, of 

course, but it is also a strong general claim about the nature of experience. 

Experience, to Kant, was a function of the material of sense unified by the 

categories of reason. 

 On the orthodox interpretation, Kantôs view was that experiences were the 

                                                 
189 I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B75, p. 61. (In the following citations from Kant, A and B 

refer to the first and second editions of the Critique - 1781 and 1787, respectively.) 
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organised matter of sensation. What came in as input through the sense organs 

was a disorganised sensory material which was then sorted into intelligible 

bundles, and it was this sorting function which made experience possible.  

 This sorting was achieved by an óinescapable dualityô190 of two departments 

or faculties of the mind, two mind-imposed structures - the forms of intuition 

and the categories. The former was a receptive faculty; the latter, an active one. 

The former shaped intuitions by means of structuring experience in space and 

time - objects were necessarily experienced in space and in time, and hence, 

both space and time were ódeclared to be óin usô [as] forms of our sensibility.ô191 

This organisation of experience in space and time allowed sensible intuitions to 

be actively brought under the faculty which actively imposed what Kant called 

ócategoriesô on experience, which, as well as constituting generalised forms of 

space and time, also imposed other necessary features to objects such as cause, 

relation, permanence and so on. 

 There was a good reason for applying this bipartite division of the faculties to 

experiential content. On the one hand, experience required singular or 

particular instances of things to be present in perception - like certain objects in 

time and space (it is impossible, according to Kant to experience the world in 

any other way). On the other hand, experience required general concepts to 

recognise a particular object and classify it. To recognise a particular object, 

spatio-temporally located, required a general conception of space and time of 

which this particular experience was an instance. It would be impossible to be 

aware of a particular thing undergoing successive movements in time, for 

example, were it not for these general categories.192 

 The duality of function also went both ways: just as the material of sense 

being formed in space and time required general concepts to recognise them as 

such, so if such abilities are to be exercised, ówe must have material on which to 

exercise them; particular instances of general concepts must be encountered in 

experience.ô193  The two mind-imposed faculties were, thus, intimately 

connected. For Kant, knowledge was possible because the conditions of 

experience were possible, and what made experience possible were these 

categories of understanding and forms of sensible intuition. 

 The categories and forms of intuition were a function of the operation of the 

human mind (Kant did not care much for how animal experiences originated). 

As the faculties made experience possible, they were not derived from 

experience so they were said to be a priori:  schemata of our minds which we 

imposed on reality like a grid to make sense of it. We obtained these categories 

just by being human. But the categories were stable structures - one could not 

                                                 
190 P. F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An Essay on Kantôs Critique of Pure Reason, p. 20.  
191 Loc. cit. 
192 Loc. cit. 
193 Loc. cit.  
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change oneôs experience of some object in time, as a temporal object, because 

the experience of time itself was a mental fixture; a sensible intuition. Nor could 

one penetrate beyond how oneôs categories represented objects to actual 

objects, because such things were possible for us only as items of knowledge 

and because relation, space and causality, etc., made them possible. We could 

know about such things only through how experience was organised. This was 

legislated by the categories and the forms of intuition, so what objects were like 

independent of our experiences we could never venture to find out. However, 

we did know how experiences originated, so at least that was something. For 

Kant, the innovation of explaining experiential content was achieved at the 

inevitable and regrettable sacrifice of a realist account of empirical knowledge. 

 The capacity to have experiences is then a function of two cognitive faculties 

operating in unison; one which frames the chaotic ómanifold of intuitionô (the 

óimaginationô) and the other which applies general intellectual concepts upon it, 

by virtue of which it becomes an experience of a certain type (the 

óunderstandingô). This is an important distinction, because it is one thing to 

have an óawarenessô of something indeterminate in space and time, and it is 

another thing to have knowledge of something determinate in space and time as 

a certain object. On Kantôs account, the two faculties were supposed to explain 

both as requirements for experiential content. The important thing is that there 

is first the inchoate material coming into the sense organs as input and then 

there is the organisation of this input by the operation of the two kinds of 

framing apparatus.  

 There is much debate over what Kant meant by this ómaterial of sense,ô and 

also the function of the óformsô of intuition and the categories of the 

understanding, though there is little doubt that the latter were something like 

transcendental logical conditions for the possibility of experiences, which 

legislated unity to experiences prior to our having them. The categories gave 

sensory inputs the only means by which they could become items of empirical 

knowledge. As for the former, this is, I think, harder to determine.194 In fact, 

there are a number of tensions in Kantôs óformalistô account of experience and 

its relation to the mind-imposed faculties which I would like to try to isolate in 

setting out the concerns of this chapter. 

 Everything would seem to be so clear-cut in Kantôs famous analysis: he 

didnôt want to ósensualiseô all concepts of the understanding by considering 

them óempirical or abstracted concepts of reflectionô195 (as the empiricists did), 

but nor did he want to óintellectualise appearancesô (as the rationalists did). The 

two faculties together made experience possible, by ófilteringô in various ways 

                                                 
194 Recent work has uncovered multiple ambiguities in Kantôs notion of sensation. See L. 

Falkenstein, óKantôs Account of Sensation,ô pp. 63-88. And, by the same author, óKantôs 

Account of Intuitionô pp. 163-195.  
195 R. Pippin, Kant's Theory of Form: An Essay on the Critique of Pure Reason, p. 30. 
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the material of sensibility and óimposingô intellectual categories upon it. The 

ómaterialô the faculties worked with was óundifferentiated and indeterminateô 
196  in itself; an inchoate material conveyed by the sense organs which 

óaffectedô, in some sense, the human process of representation. We have 

experiences not by representing them by such sensations, but representing 

through them by means of the faculties of imagination and understanding. 

Since ex hypothesi we cannot but work through the categories and forms of 

intuition, we cannot ever experience the material of sense in itself as anything 

determinate, and it cannot be an object of knowledge for us even though it 

provides the ómatterô of our sensible intuition. The whole business prior to 

when the faculties get to work is rather like some sort of formless óempty 

grasping.ô197 This sort of treatment of perceptual content, being strongly 

mind-dependent, makes it legitimate to call Kant a defender of what I have 

called the inferentialist proposal.  

 There are considerable tensions with this sort of metaphysical profile of 

experience, however, especially in regard to the relationship between the 

ómatterô of sensation, the forms of intuition and the categories. The question of 

the nature of this ómaterialô which supplies the stuff on which the forms of 

intuition and categories operate, for instance, is extremely puzzling. What, 

precisely, is the connection between this material and the forms and categories 

which make experience (and knowledge) possible? I am not asking here for a 

description of this matter, as in Kantôs view it has no description beyond 

legitimating the óformalô process of experiencing. But I am interested in why 

Kant thinks that this matter necessarily lacks any sort of contentful unity in 

itself.  

 The quick answer to this is that the categories and forms of intuition supply 

conditions for knowledge and experience and the senses supply the material on 

which the faculties operate, but this is clearly not an argument for why the 

matter of sensation has no contentful structure prior to such influences. This 

issue is important because it seems the orthodox view of Kantôs theory is quite 

unclear on the relationship between the matter of sensation and the organisation 

of this matter at the integrative level of óhigh-levelô knowledge. Indeed, it might 

be suggested that this lack of clarity has ramifications for the work on the theory 

and concept neutrality of observational experience. It shall be argued in this 

chapter that even on Kantôs account, there is some degree to which experiential 

content may escape the imposition of high-level structures and so Kantôs 

metaphysic can be read as according with the central thrust of the continuum 

account. 

 

                                                 
196 Loc. cit.  
197 Ibid., p. 35. 
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6.3 Tensions in Kantôs account 

An argument for why the sensory component of Kantôs analysis of experience 

has no inherent organisational structure can be expressed in the following way:  
 

Simply put, any claim for the representative function of sensation alone will 

flounder hopelessly on the question of false representation. Considered as a 

mode of knowledge, such purely sensory representation must be capable of 

turning out to be false ... If it is the senses which represent x to me, and if x 

was not in fact the object sensed, how am I to explain what happened? If the 

senses represent things in themselves unclearly, and it turns out that the 

object represented was not the object the senses purported to represent, I 

seem to be faced with the alternative of saying it represented what is not, or 

saying that in such cases that the senses do not represent at all. The first 

[negative entities] has never been satisfactorily explained, and it is not open 

to us to argue that the senses only represent when they represent truthfully. 

(Of course, if I claim that the senses represented obscurely, and that I 

misconstrued that representation, Kant would claim that this concedes his 

whole point. He would claim that this admits that the senses do not represent 

but merely provide the material which the understanding must discriminate). 

The solution must be that the senses do not represent at all, but only contain 

the results of the affection by objects on our senses (appearances) and are 

construed as representing only when so interpreted by the spontaneity Kant 

calls the understanding.198 

 

The claim here is that if we get knowledge from the material of sense, and that 

óknowledgeô turns out to be false (through a mirage, say) then we would be 

hard-pressed to explain what happened. We must in this case say either that we 

had knowledge of what is not the case (a negative thing) or that we did not 

receive knowledge from the senses at all, but only the substance for the 

ójudgementô that we made, in this case, erringly. Kantôs response to why the 

material of sensation requires the input of the faculties of cognition is, basically, 

that if it was itself a source of knowledge, we could not make coherent sense of 

how it was possible to be wrong about our judgments.  

 As Pippin points out, this óundeterminedô nature of sensation in Kantôs view 

is a radical thesis, ódenying at once central, although differently expressed, 

claims in Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Locke and Hume.ô199 The long tradition of 

the ópassive intuition of sensible formô200 is jettisoned by Kant in favour of a 

ójudgementô focused analysis, whereby ósenseô is a mute, malleable fabric 

furnishing the material of experience, though being in no sense an articulable or 

well-defined medium itself. Kant himself displays just how radical this thesis is 

when he tries to tease out the difference between the identical sensations 

involved in a true judgment and one in the context of ódreamingô:  

                                                 
198 Ibid., p. 30. 
199 Ibid., p. 35. 
200 Ibid., p. 35. 
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The appearance depends upon the senses, but the judgement upon the 

understanding ... The difference between truth and dreaming is not 

ascertained by the nature of the representations which are referred to objects 

(for they are the same in both cases) but by their connection according to 

those rules which determine the coherence of the representation in the 

concept of an object and by ascertaining whether they can subsist together in 

an object or not.201 

 

So Kant seems to put all his weight upon the forms of the imagination and the 

categories of the understanding which supposedly determine the veracity and 

ósubsistenceô of the material supplied in appearance. However, although this 

seems intelligible as a consequence of Kantôs views, we still need an argument 

to the effect that the matter of sensation requires such formal constraints to 

make it necessary to be organised in this fashion. Drawing on Kant, Pippin 

notes:  
 

There is all the difference in the world between claiming that we do not seem 

to be able to make intelligible to ourselves a conception of experience 

wherein some item is not experienced under some description (óintuitions 

without concepts are blindô) and claiming that the description constitutes the 

itemôs being experienced (óthe combination of the manifold in general can 

never come to us through the sensesô). The former is compatible with the 

description of the way sensibly apprehended unities are experienced (or 

described) within the conceptual scheme we have; the latter ties any 

experience of unity (or determinacy or complexity) much more closely to 

those describing capabilities. Thus the question to raise is why this use of the 

matter-form dichotomy; this claim that sensations comprise only the 

undifferentiated material of experience, and that all formal unity or 

determinacy is a result of taking up the manifold and unifying it?202 

 

This is a good observation, and I wish to stress it for my own purposes. The 

point here is that there is both a weak and a strong theme running through 

Kantôs metaphysic of experience in the relationship between the faculties of 

cognition and sensation. The orthodox interpretation of Kantôs views is 

misleading insofar as it neglects to distinguish these very different themes. The 

weak theme, as indicated, is that intuitions without concepts are blind; the 

strong theme is that categorical synthesis is necessary for the possibility of 

experiencing anything at all. These themes are usually conflated in 

commentaries on Kantôs work, though it is clear that they have quite different 

commitments: the former seems to suggest that it is useful for experience to be 

described and categorised; the latter suggests that experience of any kind cannot 

occur without it. This is, however, not just a consequence of how one interprets 

                                                 
201 I. Kant, Prolegomena Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. 4, p. 290. 
202 Pippin, op. cit., 35-6. 
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Kantôs views: Pippin claims it is actually a point of confusion in how Kant 

himself understood his own theory. But it was not a confusion which applied to 

both the faculties of the mind; it essentially applied to one and not the other. The 

problem case, in particular, was the role of the categories of cognition to the 

material of sensation.  

 There is textual evidence to support the claim that Kant was very confused on 

this issue. Graham Bird has cited examples from Kant in which he shows that it 

is comparatively easy to demonstrate that space and time - as forms of intuition 

- can be necessarily related to the matter of experience,203 but arguing to the 

same conclusion on the question of the influence of the categories, Kantôs 

remarks produce óeither contradiction or incoherence.ô204 In some passages, 

Kant seems to want to say that the categories are necessary for sensation, 

otherwise ónothing is possible as an object of experience,ô205 but elsewhere, he 

claims that óobjects may appear to us, without their being under the necessity of 

being related to the function of the understanding.ô206 Bird concludes by 

remarking: óit seems that Kant is saying inconsistently that appearances both 

are, and are not necessarily related to the categoriesô and hence: óthere is no 

impossibility in supposing that appearance might be given in intuition 

independently of [concepts of] the understanding.ô207  

 How might this conflicting situation arise? The forms of intuition and the 

categories are both mind-imposed structures for Kant, yet one being an óactiveô 

faculty is clearly a more sophisticated intellectual ability. It was the categories 

which applied Euclidean geometry, among other things, to experiential content. 

The other faculty seems clearly a less sophisticated ability, but nonetheless still 

a critical means by which one frames the material of sense. Kantôs concern in 

the passage cited above is strictly with the categories, not the forms of intuition. 

 The function of the ócategoriesô is, of course, to label experiences under 

certain general concepts. Judging appearances thus involves appeal to certain 

propositional features and hence involves inference. Moreover, experiencing an 

instance of an object in time is, in a sense, described or ójudgedô by this faculty 

in terms of successional events of the same type, and this presupposes that there 

is some general conception or background knowledge that the subject has of 

temporally and spatially ordered events. In terms that have been used before, 

what Kant calls the ócategoriesô harbours all the general óhigh-levelô features 

we have been considering in this book. But significantly, it would seem, from 

the previous passage cited, that Kant himself is at least allowing the possibility 

                                                 
203 It is very hard to see how one could experience anything without that experience being óinô 

space and time. See: G. Bird, Kantôs Theory of Knowledge, p. 57. The relevant passage in Kant 

is B 121-123. (Bird uses the Kemp-Smith translation). 
204 Loc. cit. 
205 Loc. cit. The relevant passage in Kant is B 125-126. 
206 Ibid., p. 58; Kant, B 122-123. 
207 Loc. cit.  
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that some experiential contents do not require the input of such sophisticated 

high-level inferential mechanisms at all.  

 The doubts Kant seems to be entertaining here is over whether or not it is 

logically impossible to experience something in sensation without imposing 

such intellectual capacities. And he seems at least to be allowing the possibility 

that this is not logically impossible - i.e., that one can have experiences of sorts 

without such input. However, this interpretation of his claims clearly runs 

against the orthodox interpretation of Kantôs famous metaphysic of experience 

outlined earlier. 

 This seems paradoxical: if it is possible that some level of experience is not 

informed by such intellectual (categorical) features at all, then this creates an 

internal tension between Kantôs theory and the traditional interpretation of it. 

The usual story is that both the categories of cognition and the forms of intuition 

are necessary structural features for organising experience of any kind. But now 

it seems that while in places he insists that categorical synthesis is necessary, 

elsewhere he doesnôt support a prejudice in favour of óformalô organisation at 

the level of the understanding, only at the level of the imagination. It seems that 

though Kant thought that it was necessary to frame the material of sense in 

space and time, it was not necessary to impose categories on it. To say the least, 

this seems very un-Kantian.  

 When one considers this carefully, however, it does seem to hang together 

with the reasons given for the postulation of the faculties in the first place. The 

argument mentioned earlier that false knowledge cannot be given any plausible 

account if experience was not organised in both these ways seems, in fact, to be 

a shortfall from the grander claim that the matter supplied by sense must 

necessarily be informed by these faculties. As Kant seems to have noticed, 

there is no logical entailment from one claim to the other: one can still claim 

that knowledge requires categorical input, without claiming that all experiences 

do. All the óintuitions without conceptsô thesis guarantees is that experiences do 

not make much sense without being described and otherwise intellectually 

processed (such an experience could hardly be described as knowledge, if it 

wasnôt); but as Kant seems well aware, this does not secure the stronger claim 

that there are no experiential contents at all without such óhigh-levelô 

intellectual concepts. Bird explains this point by examining Kantôs remarks in 

relation to unsophisticated animal experiences:  
 

There is certainly something odd in envisaging a situation where appearances 

are presented but cannot be described, though it is not easy to pin down the 

kind of absurdity involved. It will not do to say simply that our habitual mode 

of identifying what we perceive involves the ordinary resources of 

description. For it is certainly possible to speak of creatures who are able to 

perceive, even when they have no such conventional devices ... To promote 

such an argument against Kant ... does not produce a good enough reason for 

denying Kantôs claim that it is logically possible to perceive without being 
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able to describe what is perceived ...The obvious way to resolve this paradox 

is to suppose that when Kant claims that appearances are necessarily related 

to categories, he is not denying that it is logically possible for them to be 

uncategorised. The kind of necessity involved in the former claim is not, then, 

a logical necessity.208  

 

There is every reason why the relationship here should not be a ólogicalô or 

necessary one. These reasons add to make Kantôs metaphysic of experience 

(with qualifications mentioned) a far more plausible account than the usual 

version we know so well. The ócreaturesô being referred to here might possibly 

be animals and infants - and, as have been claimed elsewhere - such creatures 

surely lack some of the conventional devices of óhigh-levelô description and 

categorisation in the sense Kant required, yet they do have experiences in some 

sense. Any suggestion to the contrary is simply to reinstate the rationalist legacy 

inherited from Descartes.  

 The usual version of Kantôs theory of experience, of course, does not allow 

for such subtleties - animal and infant experience was not on Kantôs 

epistemological agenda, so it naturally did not arise as a problem case. But it is 

clear they must be considered: if such creatures do possess any categorical input 

at all, it is certainly not the input of the level of sophistication that, according to 

Kant, the categories imbue our experiences with - Euclidean geometry and 

complex generalised concepts concerning space, time and relation. In this 

sense, experiences without concepts are certainly not blind. If they were so, 

animals would not be experiencing creatures. I shall be returning to this issue in 

the next chapter. 

 But there is another important point to note here. The doubt about the logical 

necessity of the categories in organising experience does not escape application 

to the forms of intuition either. For, just as it seems implausible that the entire 

edifice of a priori concepts should be brought to bear on all cases of 

experiential content (given animal experiences), so it seems implausible to 

claim that other high-level features cannot be separated and distinguished, and 

have to apply en bloc. Given the separability of the various features of 

high-level input, for instance, it would seem that not all features of experiential 

content necessarily have to be framed in space and time.  

 What kinds of experiences would escape such features? We have already 

considered some cases. The Peacocke examples, for instance, must be seen as a 

problem for Kantôs theory: while it might seem obvious that some experiences 

seem to have representational, spatial and temporal content, other óaspectsô of 

those experiences just seem to be sensational in some sense. It is not clear how 

Kantôs forms of intuition doctrine, for instance, might capture sensational 

aspects of certain experiences such as the tree which seems to occupy more of 

the visual field even though it has certain fixed spatial and temporal features. 

                                                 
208 Ibid., pp. 58- 60. Italics mine. 
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The relevant experiential content in question seems to escape such an analysis. 

The extent to which both the categories and the forms of intuition are said to 

affect the material of sense, then, perhaps has been over-emphasised by 

traditional Kantian scholarship and even, in places, by Kant himself - there may 

not be a logical relationship between these various elements of mental content 

as much as a highly likely and very common relationship. And this qualification 

may apply as much to the high-level forms of the imagination as to the 

high-level categories of the understanding.  

 We are splitting hairs here, but it is necessary to split these hairs. The central 

point is that saying experiential content can be uncategorised, or somehow 

escape the forms of intuition, amounts to an óoddô kind of experience is one 

thing; to reject this as impossible is quite another. If the claims that have been 

made in this book are in any way plausible, it does seem that experiential 

contents can have sensational aspects both with and without sophisticated 

óhigh-levelô input. So there are grounds for saying that there is not a necessary 

connection between experience and the faculties at all. Kant was right, it seems, 

to have the doubts he had; orthodox Kantian scholarship was wrong to ignore 

him. 

 This kind of interpretation of Kant is certainly possible if the terms of the 

inferentialist proposal can be weakened and some kind of continuum account of 

experience maintained instead. If so, then Kantôs óinferentialismô would no 

longer be a threat to the view that there are some experiential contents which do 

not depend on the input of inferential mechanisms. The revised view would end 

up holding that at some levels, experiential content depends on the input of 

fairly high-level background beliefs and concepts; at a very low level, 

experiential content does not require this input all. Between the extremes, there 

might be cases in which some categorical input is required, but not others, etc. 

All this has been rehearsed in earlier chapters, and have already seen how some 

aspects of content do not seem to be closely tied to high-level input. Now it 

seems we can revise Kantôs metaphysic of experience to agree substantially 

with these considerations.  

 If we can take this claim seriously, then one could perhaps take the opposite 

line on the traditional view of Kantôs relationship between the faculties and the 

material of sense. One could say here that it is not clear how the faculties could 

determine the appropriate formal organisation if oneôs experiential content had 

no structure independent of the imposition of the categories of reason and the 

forms of intuition. Rather than holding the usual stronger theme here, it might 

be argued that even though intuitions without concepts do not make much sense 

without categorical descriptions, this is no reason to say that concepts constitute 

the content of such intuitions. It would make more sense to say that some sort of 

ópre-packagingô would seem to be the minimal requirement needed simply in 

order for the faculty of the understanding to carry out its representative 

function. Pippin again:  
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It may be that we need to conceptualize a sensory manifold; but it seems 

equally the case that we must have some cognitive grasp of the manifold in 

order to know which concepts to apply. ... It seems open to assert that we only 

know which rules to apply in order to connect these representations because 

of something apprehended óin the nature of representations.ô209 

 

This runs directly against the grain of Kantôs analysis of experience and 

content. On the usual story, it was plausible to suppose that all the structure of 

experience was given by the interpretive cognitive elements and that 

non-interpreted sensations furnished the unstructured material for this. But then 

Kantôs argument for why we need a distinction between sensory experience and 

knowledge to account for false experiences is a substantially weaker claim than 

the claim that false experiences are only possible if the content of sensation is 

entirely without structure itself. It may be that most of the content is supplied 

from the cognitive faculties and the forms of intuition, but at least some (an 

indeterminate amount) is present óin the nature of representations.ô Contentful 

aspects of experiences might thus escape the imposition of both the forms of 

intuition and the categories.  

 On such an analysis, false experiences would still be possible in the 

circumstance where most experiential content was supplied by the faculties, but 

some aspects of such content escape their influence. It may be that some 

structure or content is provided by sensation itself, albeit not a requisite amount 

to guarantee conceptual knowledge. It is suggested there may be a place for an 

organisation and structure at both the level of knowledge and concepts and, to 

some degree, the level of sensations. And if this is true, then the inferentialist 

claim that all experiential content depends on high-level organisation would be 

false.  

 There is another issue here concerning the extent to which sensation is 

organised by the categories and the forms of intuition. If the usual story about 

Kant is right, then it is more accurate to hold fast to the undifferentiated and 

content-less nature of such sensations. But then it is unclear how and why such 

material can link us with the world in the way that it does if it is contentless. If 

sensation is completely without organisation, then it is not obvious how and 

why there can be a certain inexorable relation between our sensations, our 

interpreting faculties and óthe worldô: specifically, how the latter is in some 

sense amenable to the parameters of the former. For we cannot, it must be 

conceded, frame experience in any way whatsoever, but only in certain 

determinate ways. How does this happen if the material of sense is formless? 

More specifically: why are certain ways favoured for organising appearances 

over others? Pippin asks the question in the following way: 
 

                                                 
209 Pippin, op. cit., p. 39. 
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If Kantôs claim is true, how do we then describe the fact that empirical 

knowledge about the external world seems to be directly guided by sensation, 

that our interpreting faculties are restrained in a way yet to be explained by 

some feature of our sensations that does seem directly connected with what 

we ultimately take to be a public, spatio-temporal world? If sensations do not 

provide any direct [i.e., organisational] link with such a world, what kind of 

link do they provide?210 

 

This seems to be partly an empirical matter: the issue is how low-level 

perceptual processing mechanisms feed into the development of high-level 

knowledge. The central point for Kantian scholarship is that if the metaphysic 

of experience offered is heavily inferentialist, as it is usually taken to be, then it 

would seem that Kant is lacking an account of how the faculties frame the 

material of sense in the way that they do. Any suggestion that it is quite 

arbitrary how this happens would seem unsatisfactory, and any appeal to 

low-level content, which in some sense óguidesô the application of the faculties, 

would make it seem plausible that the account is rather less dependent on the 

imposition from high-level features than orthodox scholarship would have us 

believe.  

 Two major tensions, then, arise for Kantôs view of experiential content: (i) 

Does the claim that the matter of sense does not provide grounds for knowledge 

guarantee that such sensation itself has no content at all (or is this a non 

sequitur?); and (ii) if sensation is itself without organisational form, how can 

the categories seem to be guided in their application? Simply asserting the 

orthodox view of Kantôs theory in response to (i) is inadequate since, as we 

have seen, there are passages from Kant himself which indicate that he thought 

otherwise. Responding to (ii) in any way which does not allow some features of 

content to evade the imposition of the high-level faculties seems simply 

implausible in view of the examples of sensational content given in the last 

chapter.  

6.4 Conflicting intuitions: the problem resolved 

A recent paper on Kantôs theory of intuition is apposite here. Lorne Falkenstein 

argues plausibly that Kant actually presented two quite different accounts of his 

ósensible intuitionô doctrine at different periods of his thought: one in terms of 

ósingular representationô and the other as óimmediate cognition.ô211 The former 

account best captures the view inherited from the scholastics, whereby the 

sense organs ócould be imprinted with the forms of external objects, in much the 

same way that wax is imprinted by a seal.ô212  Upon this ósingular 

                                                 
210 Ibid., p. 44. 
211 See L. Falkenstein, óKantôs Account of Intuition,ô op. cit., (1991). The references to Kantôs 

two views of intuition are, respectively, A713-B741; Logic §6, and A19-B33. These, and the 

following citations are taken from the first and second original Hartknoch editions. 
212 Ibid., p. 170. 
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representationô cognition acts to extract the discriminating features of objects. 

For Kant, however, it was a quick and decisive move from this to think of the 

one process as merely óreceptiveô and the other ófacilitative.ô On this view, 

ósensory data are ...ócoordinated by a natural law of the mindô (Inaugural Diss. 

§4) ... an act performed by the mind, not a datum received by it.ô213 This move 

is taken seriously to form the basis for a second account of intuition, where all 

reference to an impression prior to intellectualisation is lost, and intuition 

becomes just a óblind graspingô with no form or content at all. Falkenstein calls 

this óthe blindness thesisô. The point is that in the one account there is some 

primal, pre-structured content to sensible intuition, in the other there is none.  

 Falkenstein gives persuasive problem-based reasons for the evolution of 

these views in Kantôs thought, and so, helps us to see how the one view gives 

rise to the other. Hence, we are able to make sense of Kantôs quite different 

claims about the manifold such as the following: 
 

Our cognition springs out of two fundamental sources of the mind. The first 

of these is that by which representations are sensed ... the second the capacity 

to cognize an object by means of these representations ... through the first an 

object is given to us; through the second this object is thought.214 

Sensitivity gives the mere material to thinking ... intellect disposes of this 

material and brings it under rules or concepts.215 

 

All our intuition is bound to a certain principle of form under which form 

alone can be something discerned by the mind immediately or as singular, 

and not merely conceived discursively through general concepts.216  

 

One case clearly spells out the orthodox óinferentialistô interpretation of Kantôs 

views, the other something far less clear, seeming to suggest that there is at least 

a singular representation in sensation prior to its being conceptualised. The 

perception of the phenomenon of objects in time is a good example of how and 

why Kant arrived at this latter view. In the case of time, time itself cannot be 

defined as a wholly intellectual structure because temporality is perceived in 

singular, not general terms. The perception of time must be a case of ósingularô 

instances falling under ógeneralô concepts, so the óperceivingô of things in time 

has a singular content in experience as well as a general, intellectual content. 

This feature of Kantôs thought was outlined earlier when describing his general 

theory. Kant, it seems, wanted to keep this distinction, but also the idea that 

there was an extraordinary amount of high-level intellectual input involved in 

perception. Hence, the two views of the manifold. The point Falkenstein makes 

is that both of these views are needed when Kantôs concerns are isolated. For, 

                                                 
213 Ibid., p. 173. 
214 I. Kant, op. cit., [A50-B74]. 
215 I. Kant, op. cit., [Ak IX 36]. 
216 I. Kant, Inaugural Dissertation, (1770) §10: Translated by Falkenstein. 
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where some of Kantôs remarks stress the necessity of intellectual input for an 

adequate conception of experience, other remarks stress that there are some 

aspects of experiences which are solely derived from some aspect of sensation 

itself: 
 

[Kant] argues that time and space are not known by intellect. From these 

points, the conclusion that space and time must be forms of the sensible world 

follows immediately. Since all our sensations are in fact arrayed in space and 

time, it follows that space and time must be orders of sensations, and since 

these orders are not infused by intellect they must be products of sense itself. 

But since these products of sense are not due to sensation, the matter of sense, 

it only remains that they pertain to a further, special element of sense, a form 

distinct both from sensed matter (sensation) and from all form invented by 

the intellect.217 

 

This is, of course, an argument for why the forms of intuition have to be a 

distinct cognitive capacity from the categories, and necessarily of less 

sophistication than them. There must be an organisational form of space and 

time which is relatively non-intellectual on this reasoning. However, this is also 

an argument which sheds insight on a theme which is implicit in Kantôs theory 

and which has not been brought out in the literature. For if the forms of intuition 

have to structure experience in a manner which is less sophisticated than the 

categories, and if the categories themselves are not logically necessary for all 

experiential content, it seems open to assert that what Kant is suggesting in his 

metaphysic of experience is something far more subtle than the usual 

inferentialist emphasis given to his work: he seems, indeed, to stand mid-way 

between embracing the inferentialist proposal and something much weaker; 

namely, that high-level factors influence experiential content by degrees.  

 There is a further complication to this. Paradoxically, Kant also held the 

óblindness thesisô whereby sensations devoid of input from the intellect are 

without content. He argues elsewhere that sensation is óblindô, ófor us as good as 

nothing,ô218 which suggests that intellectual concepts are necessary to infuse 

content into sensations. These claims are clearly antagonistic. Something had to 

give way and, according to Falkenstein, it was a single, coherent conception of 

the sensory manifold: 
 

Kant claims that time must be an intuition because different times are only 

parts of one and the same time and because intuition is that representation 

which can only be given through a singular object. The argument apparently 

is that, because there is really only one time, it cannot be represented 

intellectually. But this argument comes to nothing given the blindness thesis. 

If blindness is correct, there can be no cognition of singular objects 

independently of intellectual synthesis. So, if time, or the different parts of 
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time, are not intellectually represented, we cannot say anything about them; 

in particular, we cannot say anything about their singularity. But if they are 

intellectually represented, if we do have concepts of time or times, then these 

very concepts falsify Kantôs claim that all our intellectual representations 

must, in principle, be general - either that, or Kant must admit that time is not 

singular.219 

 

The two views of the sensory manifold lead to other absurdities: Falkenstein 

points out Kantôs remark in his Logic, where he argues that ówhere a savage 

sees a house in the distance the use of which he does not know, he has the same 

object before him as another who knows it is a dwelling furnished for people.ô 

Leaving aside the imperialist connotations of the word ósavageô, and the 

implausible point that a so-called ósavageô would not have a concept of a house 

(perhaps óaeroplaneô is a better example), there does seem to be a problem here. 

Because Kant also wants to claim that the savageôs cognition of the house is 

ómere intuitionô while for the cognition of the civilised person it is óintuition and 

concept at the same time.ô220 There is an immediate problem of how this can be 

coherently sustained, given Kantôs ambiguous view of the relationship between 

the interplay of the categories, the forms of intuition and the material of 

sensation. Falkenstein seems to suggest that it cannot be sustained without 

jettisoning the fully óinferentialistô interpretation of Kantôs thesis. This, at least, 

has some textual as well as argumentative support: 
 

The passage hints that it is possible to perceive something without 

synthesizing the array under concepts (we could hardly suppose that there 

would be a house-shaped hole in the savageôs visual field because intuitions 

without concepts are blind). This implication is seconded by Kantôs claim at 

B422n that an indeterminate empirical intuition is perception, and further 

reinforced by the ... passage (A320-B377) where he claims that intuition is a 

perception ... which not only relates immediately to an object, but is single.  

But if any of these claims were in fact true - if the savageôs perception of what 

we recognise as a house were ómere intuitionô - then synthesis under the 

categories would not be necessary to effect a unity of apperception and 

thereby become conscious of anything manifold. Thus, a crucial premise of 

the Transcendental Deduction - the claim that all connection is an act of 

intellect (B129-30) and that a collection of matters can never be brought to 

consciousness insofar as it is merely presented through the senses, but only 

insofar as the matters are connected in a single thought (B132-3) - would fail. 

For the argument of the Transcendental Deduction to be correct, the savage 

must be supposed either to see nothing at all (which is implausible) or to 

synthesize the variety presented in intuition under some other concept (in 

which case perception is not ómere intuitionô but intuition rendered 

intelligible through intellectual processing).221  

                                                 
219 Falkenstein, op. cit., p. 182. 
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I donôt think this is wholly right. We need to consider the respective roles of the 

forms of intuition and the categories once again. Presumably, like the óTom and 

the Dahliaô case in Chapter 5, the savage would represent the same visual scene 

(the house) in space and time as the civilised person does, even if he did not 

have the concept of what it was he was looking at. Even if the blindness thesis 

were true, the savage could still represent the same perceptual data in space and 

time even if the intuition was not fully intellectually informed. (To suggest 

otherwise would be to confuse the various levels of high-level influence that I 

have argued are separable.) However, Falkenstein is right to point out that Kant 

is committed to saying that the forms of intuition are a distinct capacity from the 

categories of the intellect and that more needs to be considered than the 

imposition of óthe intellectô. 

 However, the point is germane for more reasons than this. If there is a 

genuine difference in sophistication between the function of the understanding 

and the imagination, it seems that Kant must be committed to weakening his 

view of the blindness thesis to something like the following: that the intellect is 

often involved in classifying and making experiences comprehensible; not that 

it is necessary for all aspects of experiences. Intuitions may be blind without 

concepts, but it doesnôt mean they are empty. On this revised account, there are 

good reasons for admitting that the fixation of experiential content need not 

occur in all-or-none terms, but rather by degrees, and this seems to tally closely 

with my own continuum view, not the orthodox view attributed to Kant.  

 Falkensteinôs point is not to dismiss entirely Kantôs views on time, or the 

Transcendental Deduction for that matter. The point is rather that there is a 

serious problem with scholarsô treatment of Kant. Part of the reason for this 

issues from his thoroughly ambiguous doctrine of sensory intuition: Kant seems 

to have wanted to say both that it depends on input from the intellect (in my 

terms, óinferentialô content), and that there is also a more primal aspect of 

contentful sensation which is prior to intellect. This also applies to the function 

of the imagination, since there are aspects of experience which even the 

imposition of space and time cannot capture, as we have seen. The problem is 

that the traditional scholarly treatment of Kantôs position has, for one reason or 

another, affirmed the primacy of the categories and the forms of the imagination 

in the organisation of experiential content, and has not tried to uncover the 

limits of their influence. Orthodox scholarship has not recognised the subtleties, 

and has taken Kant to be a full-blooded inferentialist. However, this 

interpretation runs against both his marginal remarks, which suggest the 

contrary view, and his ambiguous conception of the relation between the 

material of sense and the faculties of cognition. I have tried to suggest that there 

is more to it than that. The nub of this issue, of course, extends beyond the 

problems with which Kant was most concerned to the nature of inference vs 

observationality generally. It extends beyond Kant and his categories to the 
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whole issue of the bearing of inferential content on experiences. However, 

Falkenstein offers some interesting suggestions in relation to Kantôs 

contribution: notably, to henceforth regard Kantôs account of óconceptsô not as 

being a óspecies of high-level intellectô, but as óno more than a subset of the 

representations delivered by intellect.ô222 In other words, to admit a number of 

levels of possible integrations of the content of sensible intuition. This might 

allow room for particularly low-level integrations which are quite unlike the 

kinds of high-level structures essential to the inferentialist view. In view of this, 

it is perhaps better to treat Kant not as an inferentialist, but as an early 

proponent of an information-theoretic account of perceptual content, where 

there are several distinguishable levels of structure to experience. This 

approach allows for a contentful level which is not, strictly speaking, 

expressible or explicable in terms of óconceptsô in any recognised (high-level) 

sense. The view of Kant as an inferentialist must, on this view, be modified 

because of the ambiguities in the notion of óintuition.ô There is, it seems, more 

to intuition than inference. A more contemporary information-theoretic 

approach to perceptual content which runs along these lines will be presented 

and discussed in Chapter 8.  

 Falkenstein summarises this kind of analysis by saying, that ópreserving these 

claims requires recognising intuition as a distinct cognitive capacity from 

intellectô; 223 and that óconcepts are only one among the products of intellectual 

synthesis; there are also perceptions and images.ô224 One may wonder just how 

óperceptionsô and óimagesô actually feature in this revised Kantian account. 

Without overdoing speculations here, it is suggested that Kant had perhaps 

more of a continuum account of experiential content than has hitherto been 

recognised.  

 This is not a book about Kantôs ideas, but about experience and the degree to 

which it has low-level sensational features. The claim is that low-level 

experiences have some content other than that which is imposed on them by 

óhigh-levelô concepts, background knowledge and theory. The thrust of the 

foregoing section is that there are at least a number of inconsistencies in Kantôs 

views of the structure of experience being comprehensively organised by the 

interpretive faculties of intuition and imagination.  

 

Lorenz: experience naturalised  

 

6.5 Experience and biology 

Konrad Lorenz has furnished a way of resolving some of the problematic 

features of Kantôs views on experience in evolutionary terms, by making the 
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notion of the categories answerable to the strictures of evolutionary biology. 

His views are worth a slight digression to complete the section on Kant. Lorenz 

begins his study of Kant by asking a number of pertinent biology-related 

questions levelled at the notion of the a priori categories of cognition: 
 

Is not human reason with all its categories and forms of intuition something 

that has organically evolved within a continuous cause-effect relationship 

with the laws of the immediate nature just as has the human brain? Would not 

the laws of reason necessary for a priori thought be entirely different if they 

had undergone an entirely different historical mode of origin, and if 

consequently, we had been equipped with an entirely different kind of central 

nervous system? Is it at all probable that the laws of our cognitive apparatus 

should be disconnected from those of the real external world? Can an organ 

that has evolved in the process of continuous coping with the laws of nature 

have remained so uninfluenced that the theory of appearances can be pursued 

independently of the things-in-themselves as if the two were totally 

independent of each other?225 

 

Lorenz adopts a scientistôs view of the origins and structure of experience, and 

although sympathetic to some of Kantôs views, he takes issue with him over the 

notion of the categories as a priori mechanisms. His complaint is not that the 

conceptual apparatus of thought organises experiential content (a feature of 

Kantôs thought that he described as ó[a] great and fundamentally new 

discoveryô)226  but that the explanation of its importance in structuring 

experience does not involve considerations of the óorganic natureô of the 

apparatus, and ódoes not pose the basic biological question concerning their 

species-preserving meaning.ô227 It seemed likely to him that the categories are 

ónot something immutably determined by factors extraneous to nature, but 

rather something that mirrored the natural laws in contact with which they had 

evolved in the closest reciprocal interaction.ô228 In other words, the a priori 

forms of cognition that Kant used to make sense of the experience of objects 

and our knowledge of them, were evolving structures and natural ones, just like 

dolphin fins. It occurred to Lorenz that the idea that experiences were 

cognitively formed somehow by the apparatus of the mind into items of 

knowledge, could somehow be presented and reconciled with evolutionary 

biology. This was important to do because, on Kantôs view, the limits of 

possible experience by virtue of the form imposed by the categories were 

logically the same for both man and amoeba. In view of our knowledge of 

evolutionary processes, this seemed deeply implausible, and an óunjustifiable 

                                                 
225 K. Lorenz, óKantôs Doctrine of the a priori in the light of Contemporary Biology,ô p. 23. 
226 Ibid., p. 25. 
227 Loc. cit.  
228 Ibid., p. 24. 



  

  160 

anthropomorphism.ô229  

 Lorenzôs claim, by contrast, is that if one was to hold onto the idea of a 

óformingô of experience at all, then what was capable of being experienced must 

vary in sophistication from organism to organism - otherwise one could not 

account for the role of inference and background knowledge in the experiences 

of humans, the apparent non-cognitive awarenesses in animals and babies, the 

tactile sensations had by plants, and so on. Removing the heavily rationalist 

emphasis on óhigh-levelô features of cognition could make the structure of 

experiential content a purely natural phenomenon, evolving according to the 

selective pressures on differentially sophisticated organisms. Lorenzôs 

diagnosis, hence, is to ónaturaliseô the concept of the forms of experience and 

make them a function, not of strictly intellectual a priori categories of the mind, 

but of the development and adaptation of organs of the body to real natural laws 

present in the world. To cope with these laws and to negotiate them through 

millions of years of evolution, the functioning organs themselves have been 

shaped organically to óthinkô in certain forms. This hypothesis, in a sense, 

avoids Kantôs idealist troubles with objects in the real world being inaccessible 

to a realist view of knowledge acquisition. For Lorenz, this is a position not 

worth entertaining.230  

 The point is that, in an óorganicô manner, óour forms of intuition and 

categories are embodied in our evolved capacity to ófitô to that which really 

exists in the manner in which our feet fit the floor or the fins of a fish fits the 

water.ô231 For Lorenz, then, the origins of experience are natural mechanisms 

shaping the evolving organismôs capacity to respond to the world. Contentful 

experiences, like the functioning organ of a body, are a functional outcome of 

this adaptation. 

 There is a point to Lorenzôs claims, and the point is this: to the extent that 

Kantôs view of experiential content is a useful and informative one, it should be 

considered outside its traditional rationalist framework. The idea that the a 

priori  categories are relevant to the fixation of experiential content can be 

plausible only if those categories are seen as occurring along the phylogenetic 

tree, and this means that they must be seen as having variable degrees of 

sophistication. This development of Kantôs view of how the intellect mediates 

sensation then ensures two things: (1) that the experiences of unsophisticated 

organisms like animals and infants are not seen as necessarily inferior to the 

way in which human beings organise their experiences with high-level 

categories; and (2) that the idealist dichotomy between the mind-dependent 

                                                 
229 Loc. cit.  
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structured world of phenomena, and the trans-empirical world of noumena 

could be transgressed on naturalist grounds. For Lorenz, but not Kant, our 

representations of the world through experience assure us that they correspond 

to that world - because of the dialectical interaction by which the two have 

simultaneously evolved. For Lorenz, the question of closeness of ófitô and 

idealist scepticism simply does not arise. Nor does the need to conceive of 

elaborate transcendental arguments for the possibility of that real world.  

 Lorenz does not aim to rule out the idea of the imposition of óhigh-levelô 

categories in the formation of experiential content. His claim is that the 

cognitively informed experiences of humans - the forming of objects in space 

and time and so on - is a certain highly adapted evolutionary response to 

selective pressures. But so too, presumably, are what have been called the 

sensational or low-level óaspectsô of experience. Both are legitimate ways in 

which experiential content is organised.  

 Presumably, there would be an evolutionary justification for the distinction in 

the levels of sophistication: at a push, one could say that a sensational 

experience was a lower-order adaptation to stimulus and situations in the 

natural world where high-level features are not required, or where conceptually 

fixed experiences simply take too long. (cf. Fodorôs claim about the óetiological 

routeô to beliefs óbeing shorter in observation than in inference.ô)232 Such an 

account might constitute an evolutionary justification for the relevance of both 

low-level sensational experiences and high-level, intellectually informed 

experience to survivalist strategies.  

 I differ from Lorenz in only one respect. To his plausible evaluation of Kantôs 

metaphysic of experience, the further claim is added that in no sense are the 

levels of experiential content entirely distinct: if the terms of any account of 

such content are to be amenable to evolutionary biology, then it is plausible that 

experiential content can come in degrees of sophistication and can also occur 

jointly. What I have called óaspectsô of content can occur simultaneously along 

with representative, highly inferential content by virtue of both kinds of 

features having been selectively advantageous. We have seen several examples 

in previous chapters in which both high-level and low-level features do seem to 

be aspects of some experiences. We have also seen how this account may even 

be consistent with Kantôs more marginal views. It only needs to be added that 

this kind of naturalist reading of the issue provides further support for the 

continuum account of content rather than any inferentialist view. 

6.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the continuum account was shown to be congruent with a certain 

reading of Kantôs work, and to be consistent with the evolutionary emphasis of 

Lorenzôs view of experiential content. The usual interpretation of Kantôs theory 
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can be modified to give a more plausible perspective on the relationship 

between high-level inference and low-level sensations. However, we still need 

an argument for taking sensory aspects of experience to be an evolutionary 

adaptation. The next section looks at the issue of animal experiences in this 

connection.  
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7. Animal Experiences 

The common defect of those systems, which philosophers have employôd 

to account for the actions of the mind, is that they suppose such a subtility 

and refinement of thought, as not only exceeds the capacity of mere 

animals, but even of children and the common people in our own 

species.233 

Consciousness and concepts 

7.1 Introduction  

In the last chapter, Lorenzôs naturalised account of experiential content was 

compared with an unorthodox reading of Kantôs views. In this chapter, the issue 

of animal experiences will be confronted. It will be suggested that the 

continuum view of content is the best model with which to handle such cases. 

Various inferentialist views will be treated and rejected. 

7.2 Animal consciousness 

It has been maintained throughout this book that animal experiences constitute 

an important case for the view being suggested. The claim is that animal 

experiences consist largely of certain low-level sensory features which amount 

to concepts, but not concepts in any sophisticated, high-level descriptive sense. 

High-level features are not, generally speaking, relevant to animal experiences. 

But there are still sensory óaspectsô of low-level experiences to account for how 

animals fix appropriate sensory beliefs.  

 A claim such as this seems uncontentiously true, given what we know about 

animals in any philosophically unreflective sense. We feel confident, for 

instance, in attributing to animals beliefs about the experiences they undergo 
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despite them being cognitively impoverished compared to us. We feel that they 

believe in some sense that they are experiencing features of their perceived 

environment, colours, shapes and so on. We also feel confident, to some degree, 

in attributing more sophisticated beliefs to complex animals about objects and 

events in the world. (Dogs being able to perceive their master, for instance). 

The inferentialist proposal, however, has a rather different view of animal 

experiences, coming, as it does, from the Cartesian and Kantian rationalist 

tradition. Such a tradition asserts that animals have no basis for contentful 

experiences because they have no high-level concepts and no propositional 

contents and, in particular, no language to express them. Such a position, as has 

already been pointed out, is a consequence, and a reductio, of the inferentialist 

proposal.  

 The kind of view in mind here has been characteristic of Descartesô work, but 

also a surprising number of contemporary theorists, who openly make claims 

like the following: 

I see no reason to attribute any of the mental states that involve 

intentionality [e.g., belief, thought, etc.] to the ólowerô animals 

[non-persons]. On the best available understanding of what is involved in 

intentional descriptions ... a fairly high-degree of rationality is a 

prerequisite.234 

 

Such a position seems rather less than obvious, given what we often assume 

about animals. Therefore, the burden for supporting such a view clearly lies 

with those who defend it. The argument to this conclusion must amount to 

showing what is wrong with the suggestion made above regarding the 

óphilosophically unreflectiveô view of animal sensory consciousness. This 

generally has two elements: showing animals are not conscious of their 

sensations at all, and showing that animals do not have concepts of any kind. 

Each of these suggestions will be discussed below and both will be dismissed. 

The views of some of the modern-day adherents to this view will also be looked 

at and rejected. 

 Most arguments designed to show that animals are not conscious of their own 

experiential states make an assumption that begs the question in favour of the 

rationalist legacy; they often involve an appeal to an inferential background of 

thinking, concepts and other high-level cognitive capacities. One such 

argument is given in Radner and Radnerôs Animal Consciousness: 
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If all thinking involved reflection on oneôs mental states, then any being 

that failed to think about its own thinking would fail to think at all; in 

other words, it would be mindless. In such a case, it would be fairly easy 

to argue that animals do not think. One would simply have to point out 

that they lacked the wherewithal to engage in introspection. Having no 

concepts of pain, anger and so on, they cannot be said to identify their 

own feelings and passions, and thus they cannot form the belief that they 

are, in this state rather than that. Moreover, having no concept of self, 

they cannot be said to know that they have mental states at all.235 

This is not a complicated argument to disentangle. It is a valid argument and is 

of the following form (I shall supply a missing premise-P1): 

P1: The content of all conscious mental states involves thinking 

P2: All thinking involves reflection on the content of oneôs mental states 

(introspection) 

P3: Introspection involves having concepts of pain, self, etc. 

P4: Animals have no concepts of pain, self, etc., and, hence, cannot form 

beliefs that they are in conscious states 

C: Animals do not think and thus are not conscious of their own states 

The argument is, admittedly, conditional in the original; it has been expressed 

in its most positive form. Even so, it is difficult to see why anyone would take 

this argument seriously. It seems simply false to draw the conclusion that 

animals donôt undergo any conscious states from the major premise that being 

conscious requires reflective óthinking.ô There are, for instance, some conscious 

states which do not require this ability even among organisms who can 

reflectively óthinkô: (A person may forget a backpain while engaged in some 

activity, for instance, but it should not be inferred that it was not a conscious 

state).236 So to assert premise (1) to get the argument going may be already to 

set off on the wrong path. 

 For the purposes of my account, the suspicious premises here are 1, 3 and 4; 

the suspicious premises for the Radners are 1 and 2. A rejection of all these 

premises in their present form will show that though the argument is valid, 

some of its premises are false, and so is the conclusion. 

 The Radnersô interest in this argument is to deny the claim that óall 

consciousness is self-consciousness.ô237 This, they believe is the assumption 

that is in error, an assumption which is due to a confusion arising from the work 

of Descartes. Their point is that this confusion springs from views on the nature 
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of consciousness which óplay two different roles in Descartesô theory of 

mind.ô238 The details will not concern us here, but textual evidence they supply 

supports the idea that, according to Descartes, consciousness is both 

synonymous with experience, and also that it consists of that óof which we are 

consciousô239 where thought has, as its object, consciousness. The claim is that 

this ambiguity is the reason that animal consciousness is often denied. If 

consciousness is taken in this latter sense, then animals may not be so endowed, 

as they may not be thinking (reflecting) beings. 

 I say ómay not beô here since it is clear that even if the claim about the 

importance of reflective thought is granted, it is not obvious that the argument 

would go through to the desired conclusion. Anyone who held this view would 

hardly have established that animals were not conscious from such premises, 

even if the premises were accurate. Nor would they have established that 

animals have no such reflective intellectual ability at all. However, this point 

will not be developed here. There are far better reasons to cast this kind of 

argument in doubt and, in doing so, provide reasons to consider the continuum 

account more seriously. 

 It has been suggested that experiential content might involve two broad kinds 

of features: high-level inferential, descriptive content and low-level, sensory 

content. It has also been shown how the terms of the inferentialist proposal 

draw exclusively upon high-level features largely from the attachment to the 

Cartesian/Kantian rationalist legacy it inherited. Such high-level features 

constituted criteria for separating the provinces of man and animal, as has been 

explained. The point to be made here is that the argument just mentioned 

explicitly endorses the inferentialist criterion for consciousness by asserting 

that consciousness requires a high degree of self-reflective óthinking.ô  

 This criterion is, of course, inherently unfair given the circumstances. No-one 

expects or claims that animals are conscious in this sophisticated deliberative, 

reflective sense. No-one would want to claim (sensibly) that even complex 

animals can perform the feats of conscious cognitive integration that Sherlock 

Holmes can perform; in this sense, animals are not conscious. But, to an 

important degree, the argument against animal mental states above endorses 

precisely this, and argues from the (relatively) uncontentious claim that as 

animals do not possess reflective awareness, to the stronger claim that animals 

are not conscious at all. But clearly, this stronger claim leads to a deeply 

counterintuitive conclusion. For the accurate and relevant sense in which 

animals might be conscious is that they are conscious of their sensations and 

their perceived environment. And this seems, on the face of it, absurd to deny. 

Fido will come when he is called; he chases cats; he avoids punishment. Such 

behaviour is surely reason enough to believe that Fido has some conscious 
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contents of experience at some level, even if it is not captured by strongly 

high-level inferential abilities. The inferentialist stipulation to any other 

conclusion seems simply too strong. 

 The point here is that the argument above does not call these lower-level 

experiences into question; it does not demonstrate that animals are not 

conscious of their experiences as much as (at best) demonstrate that certain 

feats of high-level deliberations are not achieved by animals. The latter is an 

agreeable claim; the former is reached without argument, and is almost 

certainly false. Animals may still be conscious of important features of their 

perceived environment. 

 There are several issues here of course. For one thing, óbeing conscious of 

features of oneôs perceived environmentô is to be too vague; the sentence blurs 

too much. To develop this kind of claim would require spelling out that animals 

can, in fact, be conscious of several things about their environment: Dogs, for 

instance, we would uncritically assume, perceive spatial relationships between 

objects (they search behind objects for food etc.) They also have memory and 

can locate things temporally, hence they have some background knowledge, 

some memory of previous experiences and so on. They are also conscious of 

lightness and darkness, and have remarkable auditory and olfactory 

discriminatory abilities, etc. Some animals then perceive both complex and 

simple features. Of course, one cannot say the same thing about all animals. The 

extent to which amoeba or sea-slugs or simple invertebrates experience their 

perceived environment is very unclear. Some less sophisticated creatures would 

seem to have some of these capacities but not others. Nonetheless, it is a 

principle of sufficient reason to assume that to the extent certain animals are 

similar anatomically and biologically to ourselves, they must, at least, share 

some of our abilities to consciously discern aspects of the perceived 

environment and believe something from such perceptions. This is mentioned 

because, oddly enough, the point is not obvious to some philosophers at all. 

 This brings me to the second point: the phylogenetic argument that was 

mentioned earlier should be brought out in the open. For it is possible for a 

latterday Cartesian to argue that animals are not even conscious in this 

non-reflective sense, and this does not rule out the hypothesis that they are mere 

mechanical automata responding to cues from the world in the way that a 

machine or computer would. Such a situation is, of course, a logical possibility, 

but it scarcely seems a plausible claim: especially since it is uncritically 

accepted that there is some kind of biological link (and lineage) between 

species with similar taxonomical features. It seems very unlikely that animals 

which do share the same neuroanatomical features would not share the same 

perceptual and discriminatory capacities to some degree. A world in which 

sufficiently similar and closely evolved organisms (e.g., chimpanzees and man) 

happen to be radically distinct in the ways in which they perceive the world 

would be a very odd world indeed. (This is so especially if we are asked to 
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imagine one such organism to be a mere automaton with no perceptual abilities 

at all).240  

 For these reasons, it is false to assert that the criteria for evaluating the 

question of animal consciousness lies in the ability to reflect/introspect and 

perform sophisticated inferential operations. It is false to suggest, from this, that 

animals are not conscious of their perceived environment in some sense. One 

can still say that they are importantly conscious of their sensory and perceptual 

states, and this seems a fairly undeniable claim. Of course, in saying this one 

must be wary of the vagueness in this claim. Some (complex) animals can 

discern features of the perceived environment which do require some 

óhigh-levelô inferential, though perhaps not óreflectiveô abilities (dogs 

perceiving spatial relationships, etc), but this need not be so for less 

sophisticated organisms. Still, the fact that some conscious experiences are by 

nature reflective, should not license the move to suggesting that non-reflective 

experiences are not conscious. Allowing some conscious experiences to be 

characteristically reflective does not mean all are. Some pôs are qôs should not 

license the move that non-qôs are non-pôs. Such a move doesnôt fit with the 

evolutionary scheme of things and it simply takes for granted precisely what is 

in dispute.  

 The first premise is flawed for similar reasons as those outlined. If óall mental 

experience is characterised by thinkingô, and óthinkingô here is taken to imply a 

high-level inferential capacity, then the premise is misapplied for animals. 

No-one should be suggesting that animals are necessarily reflectively 

conscious. If (1) is taken to cover all kinds of perceptual experience, then it is 

simply false, as it has been argued in this book that one can have contentful 

experiences without necessarily concentrating or deliberating in any sense at 

all. (Aspects of a colour experience, for instance, might be registered without 

thinking or knowing about them at all.) This indicates that conscious experience 

at one level demonstrably does not involve óthinkingô (if, that is, we take 

óthinkingô to involve high-level inferential capacities). Premises like (1) will 

clearly not assist the argument under consideration.  

 Premises (3) and (4) hinge once again on the ambiguity of the word 

óconceptô: specifically, the suggestion that concepts can be descriptive in 

character and sensational too. As Wittgenstein observed, ópainô concepts are 

modes of presentation that we learn, in one way, by behavioural gestures and 

ostension, which we learn to label, describe and specify in terms of types: 

ósharpô pains, ódullô pains, etc. (How a pain is described, moreover, depends on 

broad theories about what sort of observed behaviour is appropriate to what sort 

of pain descriptions). But, if as I have been suggesting, it is reasonable to 

                                                 
240 Hume seemed to be aware that some kind of comparative analysis was required here: óóTis 

from the resemblances of the external actions of animals to those we ourselves perform, that we 

judge their internal likewise to resemble ours.ô op. cit., p. 176. 
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separate the notion of concept from only its descriptive or propositional 

linguistic mode of presentation, then concepts of pain might be said to be 

importantly sensational as well. This seems plausible on grounds we have 

considered already - that the descriptive mode seems to ómiss outô on something 

about the experience. As has been suggested in this book, it is one thing to 

conceptualise a pain under a certain description, and another to conceptualise it 

as a certain felt quality. What sort of ópainô concept might an animal be said to 

have? Clearly not the descriptive or linguistic kind of concept, but almost 

certainly the sensational kind and, again, it seems absurd to deny this.  

 I conclude from this brief assessment of the argument that animals are not 

conscious at all, two simple points. Firstly, it is inherently unfair to claim the 

terms of the dispute here to be high-level inferential features, óreflectiveô 

consciousness, etc. This is to beg the question that what is salient here is only 

that which characterises some features of human consciousness. Secondly, even 

if these are the terms of the dispute, it does not license the claim that animals are 

not conscious, since some kinds of (sensory) consciousness may not be 

captured in such terms. 

7.3 Animal concepts 

If the argument that animals are not conscious fails, it is still open to the 

upholder of the inferentialist proposal to assert that animals are perceptually 

deficient because of a lack of high-level concepts with which to fix 

representational and descriptive features of experience. Animal cognition 

cannot be characterised in such terms. Animals do not, for instance, believe, or 

otherwise conceptualise, that Jonesôs body is near the cigar-band. Since 

descriptive features of experience need to be fixed by concepts, this brings us 

naturally to the argument that animals might not actually have concepts (and 

hence, no experiences) at all. Again, like the claim that animals are not 

conscious, this claim too has many contemporary adherents.241  

 There is a direct reason why a claim like this will not work. Concepts 

generally are clearly non-uniform in structure and content. There is no earthly 

reason why we should expect that concepts can only be considered in 

sophisticated anthropocentric terms, as reflective features of cognition which 

can be described and which involve inference from high-level background 

knowledge - features which animals clearly do not possess. It is this point that 

Routley has in mind when he argues: 

 

                                                 
241 See, in particular, P. T. Geach, Mental Acts: Their Content and their Objects. See also, N. 

Malcolm, Thought and Knowledge. Geach, for instance, argues that since animals lack concepts 

they cannot make judgements or have intentions (those requiring concepts).  
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The notion of óour conceptsô or óour conceptual schemeô (with the óourô 

not too tightly specified, but perhaps excluding temporally or culturally 

remote humans) is something of a myth: concepts, discriminatory 

abilities, vary enormously among humans as among animals. (In a strict 

philosophical sense, which there is a point in inventing, and which many 

philosophers are prepared to accept, there is no the concept of a bone: 

such a unique concept supposes uniformity which does not occur). 

Furthermore, only a fairly low and undemanding level of discriminatory 

ability is required for the attribution of beliefs, as our dealings with 

humans help reveal. Fido certainly can meet these standards, he can 

distinguish bones, including the one in question: he has a concept of a 

bone. His concept may, like mine, lack the nuances of the archaeologistsô 

concept; but it will include features such as those linked with taste and 

smell that mine and the archaeologistsô lack, and it will almost certainly 

be richer than Baby Buntingôs concept.242 

 

For these reasons, it seems fatuous to argue, as many philosophers have done,243 

that only high-level concepts could fix beliefs and conscious experiences in 

animals. The ófairly low and undemanding level of discriminatory abilityô in 

terms of taste and smell that Routley refers to, in fact, does the job, and this is 

clearly a sensory capacity of sorts. And it is this ódiscriminatory abilityô that 

appears not to be inferential, but which is nonetheless conceptual, that interests 

me. For what is being suggested is that this is an important feature of contentful 

experiences too. Routley highlights the importance of this feature when he 

reveals the extent of conceptual variability between species: 

When it comes to conceptual poverty it is commonly humans that are 

poor in comparison with animals: animals can discriminate objects and 

types of objects in ways that elude humans (and often humans cannot be 

taught to make similar discriminations e.g., because they lack the 

appropriate sensory apparatus). Dogs generally have considerably better 

knowledge (information if you like) on much that concerns bones than 

humans e.g., the location of old bones, the many scents and shapes of 

bones, the immediate history of various bones and so on .... More to the 

point, dogsô ability to discriminate bones and their types considerably 

exceeds that of humans in important respects. Consider, in particular, the 

different scents of bones. A layman may be able to distinguish a few 

dozen scents; a perfume expert would distinguish many more, perhaps in 

                                                 
242 R. Routley, óAlleged Problems in Attributing Belief and Intentionality to Animals,ô p. 390. 
243 Notably: Davidson, Bishop, Stich and Descartes. See J. Bishop, óMore on Thought and 

Talk,ô pp. 1-16. I discuss Davidson and Stich below.  
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excess of thirty thousand (as with perfumes or perfumed bones); but a dog 

could distinguish vastly more again, in fact as many as there are physical 

things. This reveals two points of importance: a dogôs conceptual 

richness in certain matters concerned with bones as compared with 

humans; and the variability in human conceptual apparatus.244 

The issue needs refining here of course. Discriminatory abilities on my account, 

may simply be sensational for some creatures, though they may also be 

sub-descriptive and hence, low-level inferential for others. A dog is a fairly 

sophisticated creature compared to a rat or a sea-slug; it is likely that it could 

make some inferential discriminations, such as location of objects in certain 

relations. Such concepts then have partially sensory aspects and partially 

descriptive aspects. For other creatures the discriminatory ability may be 

merely sensory. This amalgam story does not run against the continuum 

account of concepts, of course, but reinforces it.  

 The variability in the human conceptual apparatus that Routley mentions is 

undeniable and obvious. Humans seem capable of low-level sensory 

discriminations like animals, but they are also capable of high-level descriptive 

conceptualisations (as archaeologist-type concepts of bones testify). In terms of 

conceptual variability, we clearly span the concept continuum to an awesome 

degree. But the point about variability of conceptual apparatuses should be 

extended to the variability in kinds of concepts here. This is not brought out in 

the above passages, though it is a reasonable implication of them. Variability in 

concepts is a function not just of different conceptual apparatuses but 

importantly different categories of concepts and the two points are clearly 

connected. The claim Routley makes is that there appear to be highly developed 

ósmellô concepts in dogs which are shared to some (moderate) degree by 

perfume experts, but not by the rest of us to whom the concept of a bone 

amounts to having only some kind of descriptive anatomical significance.245 

This, of course, is true. An interesting, though neglected, point here however is 

that there might be an important difference in the kinds of concepts that are 

relevant to perceptual cognition generally. Some concepts, it is suggested, 

capture descriptive and propositional content; others capture sensational 

content. 

 Concepts are best defined as modes of presentation of properties, and animals 

can presumably be presented with properties of various sorts as we can - 

specifically in the form of what has been called ósensoryô concepts. It might be 

in dispute whether they can reach the feats of high-level cognitive integration 

we do, but it should not be in dispute that they have concepts at all. This belies 

                                                 
244 Routley, op. cit., p. 390. 
245 Of course this does not hold for all humans. Two-year-olds wouldnôt have a concept of a 

bone in this descriptive sense either. 
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an association of óconceptô with only the high-level capacities that cognition 

serves and not the lower-level capacities. It is this association that leads to the 

latter-day Cartesian treatment of animal cognition (of which, more shortly). But 

this emphasis surely seems wrong. The issue, properly, seems to depend on the 

varied capabilities of organisms in receiving different sorts of information and 

the manner in which it is received. This is precisely what we want. For it seems 

fairly clear that the concepts animals have involve integration of experience at 

an importantly sensory level, not only through complicated high-level 

processes like inference.246 This accounts for Fidoôs manifest abilities with 

(say) manipulating and discovering bones, while preserving the insight that 

animals, in some sense, are conceptually poor, and are not in possession of 

high-level concepts and theories. 

 Humans seem to function with a certain competence at a sensory level also 

(witness: the perfume expert), but we also function at a higher 

descriptive/epistemic level involving another quite sophisticated network of 

concepts, which integrate quite different information, as in the archaeologistsô 

concept of a bone. This descriptive ability is not uniform, and degrees of 

competence among people and cultures are evident. (I, for instance, have no 

archaeological knowledge and cannot form the relevant concepts of óboneô, but 

my next-door neighbour, being fond of that sort of thing, might.) These latter 

concepts involve highly inferential appeals of relatively sophisticated access to 

background knowledge of chemistry, geology, anatomy and so on. Perhaps 

some human beings, senile and intellectually deficient, have something like a 

low-level sensory concept of a bone (for instance, smell and touch); perhaps 

others have a concept of a bone as being a certain shape and colour; perhaps 

others have an archaeologistôs concept of bones. Perhaps, (plausibly) we lose 

conceptual integrative capacities with age and gain them with maturity. The 

point here is, though there might be a difference in sophistication and kind here 

between the two broad kinds of modes of presentation, there is no point in 

denying the efficacy of such different sorts of concepts obtained for different 

purposes utilising different mechanisms and being differently presented. The 

division in concept is at least a plausible suggestion, given what we know about 

the variability of our own concepts and the deficiency of high-level concepts in 

animals. We evidently need both. Thus there is no argument, unless on quite 

parochial grounds, for saying that animals do not have concepts. And all 

arguments which suggest so are not making this distinction. 

 These points are ignored by philosophers keen to claim that animals cannot 

have concepts at all. The way such philosophers argue this is usually by 

claiming that animals cannot have conceptual contents sufficient to fix attitudes 

                                                 
246 On the continuum view, of course, the degree of inferential and sensory content depends on 

the sophistication of the organism in question. So some inferences may be involved in animals 

which are phylogenetically similar to us. 
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like beliefs. And óconceptual content,ô again, means here high-level descriptive 

concepts, not sensory concepts. Correspondingly, óbeliefsô here means 

high-level epistemic beliefs. Stich, for instance, has an argument of this kind, an 

argument which specifies that attributions of belief depend on an already shared 

conceptual richness between relevant (human) parties: 

 (1) Our difficulty in specifying the contents of animalsô beliefs derives 

not from an ignorance of animal psychology but rather from a basic 

feature of the way we go about assigning content to a subjectôs beliefs. 

(2) We are comfortable in attributing to a subject a belief with a content 

only if we can assume the subject to have a broad network of related 

beliefs that is largely isomorphic with our own. 

(3) Where a subject does not share a very substantial part of our own 

network of beliefs we are no longer capable of attributing content to his 

beliefs in this area.247 

Stich closely ties belief attribution to the kinds of beliefs that humans share 

among one another. Of course, human beliefs are mostly considered to be of the 

high-level propositional and descriptive variety. (Armstrongôs example in 

Chapter 1, for instance, was of several people believing the proposition that the 

earth was flat). Clearly, if beliefs are understood in this sense, then animals do 

not have beliefs, and thus, we cannot assume that they are conceptual creatures 

because we cannot attribute beliefs like this to them.  

 We can attribute beliefs to animals, of course, so there is something 

intuitively wrong with this argument. The following resolution is suggested: 

just as we cannot doubt that animals have some sorts of concepts, we cannot 

doubt that animals have some sorts of beliefs. We normally have no doubts, for 

instance, in assigning the content of Fidoôs seeing his master with the food bowl 

equalling Fidoôs believing that he will soon be fed. Again, however, the issue 

needs dividing here. What this belief might not be is a sophisticated mechanism 

involving inductive reasoning (Fido thinks: óI was fed at approx. 6.15 last night, 

so this behaviour means feeding timeô). This is a óhigh-levelô inferential ability, 

involving access to background knowledge; something that we have agreed 

Fido may have only to a limited degree. But this does not mean that Fido 

doesnôt have beliefs of any sort at all. Fido can have beliefs if the notion of 

óbeliefô is weakened to include what has been called ólookô-beliefs.  

 Hence, fixing the terms of the argument by a tacit stipulation of a 

sophisticated notion of óbeliefô in terms of conceptual contents of certain kinds 

has helped Stich gain territory, only if we admit that this is a reasonable 

assumption. It is precisely this assumption, that the only conceptual contents 

possible are of a sophisticated inferential nature, that we are rejecting with the 

                                                 
247 S. P. Stich, óDo Animals have Beliefs?ô p. 22. 
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continuum account. On my view, Fido (and other animals) can still have beliefs, 

if it makes sense to say that observational experiences can fix beliefs of a 

low-level sensory kind. And, as it seems quite plausible that Fido does have 

beliefs, and does not have high-level descriptive concepts, (but does have 

concepts of some kind), it seems that a very low-level of belief fixation in terms 

of sensory concepts is required here. There may, in other words, be more ways 

of attaching beliefs than only to high-level descriptive concepts; sensory looks 

may also fix kinds of beliefs. And they should, because in Fidoôs case or that of 

a sea-slug, there is clearly not much else to go on.  

 Obviously all this is complicated, but the point here is that the most someone 

could say about the conceptual poverty of animals is that animals do not have 

high-level inferential, cognitively penetrated concepts as we clearly do. But 

claiming that they have no concepts at all, and worse still, no concepts with 

which to fix states like belief, is not only counterintuitive, but an unreasonable 

view which avoids the complicated and problematic area of the nature and 

structure of concepts in the context of experiential content, and the obvious 

degrees of animal intellectual/cognitive sophistication. Stich commits this 

error: 

 [G]iven Fidoôs conceptual and cognitive poverty in matters concerned 

with bones, it is surely wrong to ascribe to him any belief about a bone. 

To clinch the point, we need only to reflect that we would certainly balk if 

the same belief were attributed to a human who was as irremediably 

ignorant about bones as we take Fido to be.248  

There is no justification for this conclusion because the premise here can be 

questioned. Fido is clearly not conceptually ignorant in matters concerned with 

bones. He may be conceptually poor in certain respects if we take the ability to 

conceptualise to be an exclusively óhigh-levelô descriptive capacity. But poor 

doesnôt mean conceptually empty. And imagining a person who has Fidoôs 

discriminatory capacities but no more, does not óclinch the pointô for Stich, 

because we could argue that such a person still has a belief about bones as well 

as Fido does; a belief admittedly, which is not at all sophisticated or congruent 

with a network of other descriptive beliefs, but a belief nonetheless. óClinching 

the pointô for Stich here is no more than begging the question. Stich has failed to 

see that the nature of óconceptsô runs deeper than the kinds of concepts that 

humans are able to share with one another in a descriptively rich cognitive 

network. But this is plainly a superficial view of concepts. Perhaps conceptual 

content runs between species as well as between human individuals, and that 

there is some reason to claim that not all such contents are specifiable in terms 

of high-level considerations; some are importantly observational. Stichôs view 

                                                 
248 Ibid., pp. 18-19. 



 

 175 

makes the inference criterion the starting point for his argument, and so, begs an 

important issue. It is suggested, therefore, that his argument will not work.249 

 But there is another important reason why Stichôs argument will not work. He 

says that we are comfortable in attributing beliefs only when the óattributeesô 

share related beliefs which are isomorphic with our own. There is something 

wrong with this claim also. óIsomorphismô with the sorts of things that we 

believe, as a criterion, is more than unjustifiably anthropocentric; it is also 

culturally totalitarian, for, if it were true, it would mean that other human beings 

could not be said to have beliefs. Referring to Stichôs argument, Routley notes 

that this is a ridiculous suggestion:  

The ascription of beliefs to animals, to members of other remote cultures, 

to various ancient and future peoples, is done commonly enough by the 

layman, without discomfort, without semantic propriety, and without the 

insinuation of substantial theoretical assumptions. It does seem a reductio 

ad absurdum of the common network view incorporated in (2) and (3), 

that temporally or culturally remote humans cannot be attributed beliefs 

with specifiable content.250  

Davidsonôs argument for the same conclusion is also worth noting in this 

context. It is even more starkly óinferentialistô than Stichôs argument: 

 (1) Only a language user can have a concept of belief; 

(2) Only a creature who has the concept of a belief can have beliefs. 

                                                 
249 I hasten to add that I am not opposed to all of his argument in this respect. Stich, like 

Churchland, articulates the view of psychological holism: that beliefs and concepts necessarily 

occur in networks or systems. This principle is harmless and probably true. It is plausible that 

animals too, have belief ósystemsô. It is arguable, however, whether this claim itself gets Stich 

what he wants. For, as mentioned, he wants to rule out significant content attribution to animals 

on the basis that their ónetworkô is not as thoroughly óintegratedô and high-level as ours. This is 

clearly a non sequitur. For it is open to argue, as I do, that there are distinctions of a qualitative 

nature between the high and low level contents. It is plausible, indeed, to suppose that we have 

relatively isolated low level contents in addition to content of an inferential sort, and that this 

might occur as a system of content sub-systems. (This is, in fact, the burden of modularity 

theory which I shall discuss in Chapter 8.) It is not legitimate to claim that beliefs etc., must 

occur in the context of the high level networks only, and that each part must be inferentially 

accessible to each other part etc. See J. Glover, The Philosophy and Psychology of Personal 

Identity, for a statement of this kind of view.  
250 Routley, op. cit., p. 392. Routley notes also that this view is in ócircularity troubleô: óFor 

consider (2) as affording a necessary condition of a subjectôs having a belief with specific 

content. In order to attribute such a belief, we should have to know already that we can attribute 

such beliefs to the subject-which one cannot in general do without (epistemic) circularity. 

Insofar as the network view forces us toward solipsism, that too is a reductio of it.ô Loc. cit. 
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(C) Therefore, only a language user can have beliefs.251 

This is simply intellectual foolishness. Both of these arguments have false 

conclusions, to say nothing of the premises. They clearly ask too much of 

concepts and beliefs, to say nothing of language, and thus lead to 

counterintuitive cases. Where Stichôs position implies that other cultures do not 

have concepts or beliefs, Davidsonôs position rules out young children and 

mutes for similar reasons, as well as animals which clearly do seem to have the 

requisite conceptual content: Fido evidently believes that Ginger Puss is in the 

tree when he hears her miaow, despite not being able to string one word to 

another - and despite not having any óhigh-levelô inferentially-sophisticated 

background knowledge about trees and cats. For Stich and Davidson, 

inferential linguisticism rears its ugly head. The point here is this: the ability to 

use a language and the ability to access high-level descriptive concepts and 

other inferential features is not relevant to all forms of belief fixation; 

specifically, the low-level concept formation evidently achieved by animals. 

The problem here, especially in Davidsonôs case - but also in Stichôs - is 

keeping the notion of belief too closely tied to high-level cognitive capacities 

like language.252 There is no justification for this if there can be reasonably said 

to be lower level cognitive capacities which can fix beliefs by means of 

sensations. And, there seems to be reasonable common sense evidence that this 

is true.253 The claim that óhigh-levelô inference is necessary for animal 

cognition is clearly too extreme. Like a besotted lover, inference goes even 

where plausibility does not ask him to follow, and reason enough has already 

been given to think that such features need not be required to fix all kinds of 

content.  

 The claim that animals are not conscious of their sensory states is false and 

the claim that they do not have concepts or beliefs is also false. Animals are 

certainly cognitively poor when compared with humans, but, as Routley says: 

ócognitive poverty, of many sorts, is not material for the attribution of 

beliefs.ô254 óCognitively poorô should mean here cognitively poor relative to us, 

and to our high-level concepts; óbeliefô should mean here a high-level epistemic 

notion. However, as has been argued, this is not the only kind of belief we have, 

                                                 
251 An extracted argument from D. Davidson, óThought and Talkô in S. Guttenplan (ed.), Mind 

and Language, pp. 22-23. See Routley, op. cit., p. 390 
252 Stich is less obvious with his interpretation of content isomorphism and makes no explicit 

tie with language. But note that, in relation to content attribution, he does use words like 

óbroadô, ólargelyô, ósubstantialô, in the preceding argument, which gives away the emphasis on 

high-level inference.  
253 See B. E. Rollins, The Unheeded Cry: Animal Consciousness, Animal Pain and Science, 

and D. Griffin, The Question of Animal Awareness: The Evolutionary Continuity of Mental 

Experience. 
254 Routley, op. cit., p. 389. 
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and it is not the only kind of conceptual contents we can speak of. óCognitively 

poorô does not mean cognitively empty, and not all beliefs are epistemic in the 

sense required. Numerous common sense examples show that animals have 

concepts of sorts, and have low-level kinds of beliefs which fix them: the 

interesting and important issue here is the sense of the words ósortsô and ókindsô. 

The arguments in support of the view that high-level inferential factors are 

necessary for cognition in animals have failed to address this issue by 

obfuscating the distinctions here. But the resolution is simple: at the very least, 

animals have certain important sorts of sensory concepts, and such concepts 

clearly fix some sorts of important low-level sensory beliefs. Propositional 

beliefs and inferences of an epistemic kind are qualitatively distinct from this 

level, though both levels can be represented on a graded scale. Some 

sophisticated animals (e.g., dogs, dolphins and chimps) can even have some 

inferential features as well, though probably not of the propositional or 

linguistic kind - though one wouldnôt want to rule anything out in such cases.  

 The claim that there is a graded scale here should not seem implausible. It is 

sanctioned from an evolutionary and phylogenetic perspective, though it also 

seems intuitively fair. Animals are not exceedingly different creatures from us, 

though they are clearly less sophisticated in fairly obvious ways. The nature of 

their mental content - their beliefs, their concepts, their experiential world - is 

likewise only different from ours by degrees. It seems appropriate, therefore, to 

allow degrees of cognitive sophistication rather than ruling one kind of creature 

as having these features and the others not. Plausibly, humans have very 

high-level beliefs and concepts and experiential content; animals have rather 

less than this in decreasing orders of magnitude. That óhigherô organisms can 

override such mechanisms of belief fixation with a high degree of cognitive 

inference merely expresses a degree of conceptual sophistication or 

competence; it does not rule out the possibility of low-level sensational 

concepts in animals. We can, in fact, endorse the very real differences in 

cognitive competence between animals and humans, and use them to cast doubt 

on the arguments, by showing that the notion of cognitive content naturally 

bifurcates into different sorts of concepts. The way of sharpening the dispute is 

to maintain a distinction between the relevant types of concepts and the 

accessibility of largely sensory concepts to animals. This seems an appropriate 

solution. It is appropriate because we have already agreed that animals do have 

conscious sensory states. We would face a difficulty with this if we jointly 

upheld the argument that animals have no concepts at all; the reason being that a 

certain cognitive capacity seems a necessary and sufficient condition for any 

sensible attribution of conscious perceptions to animals at all. As Routley has 

noted: 
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Likewise animal perception presupposes animal beliefs. Are we to say 

that the small birds saw the raptor overhead, but that none of them 

believed that another bird was overhead? Yet surely we are not expected 

to forego (the advantages of) ascriptions of perception to animals ... It is 

enough that (i) perception guarantees certain ... attitudes, and that (ii) 

these attitudes, under conditions sometimes satisfied by animals, 

guarantee beliefs. Both (i) and (ii) are readily satisfied. For that a sees xf 

(e.g., the raptor overhead) implies that a sees that xf (e.g., the raptor is 

overhead), so satisfying (i), and the latter normally guarantees that a 

believes that xf, so satisfying (ii).255 

The above is, at least, a plausible argument, but note: just because perception 

needs concepts (like belief), it doesnôt follow that perception or belief needs 

high-level inference. Animal beliefs and concepts might be informationally 

local and conceptually low-level. If this is plausible, then it seems reasonable to 

grant a further claim: given that the perceptual/discriminatory abilities of 

animals presuppose attitudes like beliefs, the reverse might be reasonably said 

to hold also. Attitude and belief formation would seem to require at least a 

minimal conscious perceptual/discriminatory ability for such attitudes to be 

fixed to certain states of affairs and events in the world. To believe anything 

about Ginger Pussô predicament in the tree, Fido would have to be consciously 

aware of some experience that he was having. The experience would have to be 

a contentful experience for Fido in some minimal sense. The important point 

here is that we have admitted that Fido does not have high-level descriptive 

concepts as we do, and we have admitted that Fidoôs experiences do presuppose 

contentful states like beliefs. It seems that the only way that we can grant both 

of these claims is to keep the idea that some contentful states are fixed into 

beliefs through being simply sensory and informationally low-level. The 

possibility of this is all that is needed in the foregoing section. The possibility of 

low-level contentful experiences in animals is enough both to avoid latter-day 

Cartesianism and to make a continuum view of content seem a very likely 

option. 

7.4 Conclusion 

Much of this chapter has been concerned with points that may seem fairly 

obvious. The case for animal experiences being at a number of interestingly 

distinct levels has been presented. On the view given here, there are aspects of 

experiences which are low-level and sensory (in the sense that they are required 

to fix look-beliefs), and aspects of experiences which are inferential (which are 

                                                 
255 Ibid., p. 404. 
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required to integrate such low-level beliefs into full -blooded high-level theory). 

There are also a number of intermediate possibilities: sophisticated experiences 

which have low-level óaspectô-like features, and so on. It has not been claimed 

that no inference goes on in contentful, low-level experiential states, only that 

high-level cognising is not necessarily part of that story. The continuum 

proposal asserts that there are all sorts of graded possibilities with respect to the 

cognitive penetration of sensation by inference, and the two elements are 

dialectically interposed, not antagonistic. It is suggested that several 

non-exclusive kinds of content fits better with evolutionary continuity and also 

with the ethological and developmental facts.  

 We have seen in this chapter how the legacy of the inferentialist proposal has 

resulted in views that ignore the common knowledge that animals are conscious 

of their perceived environment and have primitive concepts. At its most serious, 

views which rely on a more sophisticated account of content result in animals 

being seen as having no experiences at all. It has been argued that none of these 

views are credible.  
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8. Modularity and Insularity  

Perceptual analysis ... is not, truly speaking, a species of thought.256 

Content modularity 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The focus in this chapter will be a recent contribution to perceptual psychology 

and how its view of the organism as an informationally complex group of 

subsystems can be adapted to support the continuum account being presented. 

This view will first be outlined and modified before turning to the issues of 

epiphenomenalism and evolutionary theory. The chapter concludes by arguing 

that low-level informational content should be understood as having a causal 

informational role in perception. 

8.2 Modularity theory  

Jerry Fodor has recently advanced an information-theoretic model of perceptual 

content. Like Kantôs view, it is fundamentally concerned with the presentation, 

processing and output of data, though unlike the orthodox reading of Kantôs 

position, it is not entirely óhigh-levelô in its approach. It is a view which 

highlights the difficulties with the inferentialist proposal and it goes some way 

towards resolving the question of whether experience is in some sense 

organised at a low level prior to high-level conceptual organisation. In this 

chapter, Fodorôs modularity thesis (with recent modifications) will be outlined. 

What has been argued so far receives some support from Fodorôs work in 

                                                 
256 J. A. Fodor, Modularity of Mind, p. 43. 
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perceptual psychology. 

 Fodorôs approach to the nature of experiential content is to treat the organism 

as being like a computational machine. In his view, what perception must do is 

to so represent the world as to make it accessible to thought.257 This occurs by 

means of ósubsidiary systemsô which operate to effect informational exchanges, 

by óprovid[ing] the central machine with information about the world; 

information expressed by mental symbols in whatever format cognitive 

processes demand of the representations that they apply to.ô258 Explaining how 

these subsidiary systems represent the world in order to make it accessible to 

thought is the aim of Fodorôs modularity theory of the mind. 

 The account Fodor offers describes a ótrichotomous functional taxonomyô259 

to effect this process of representing the world in thought. Transducers, input 

systems and central processors constitute the machinery, each with a specific 

function. I shall briefly describe each in turn.  

 Transducers are described as óanalog systemsô which function to map 

óproximal stimulations onto more or less precisely covarying neural signals.ô 

óProximal stimulationsô here refer to strictly physical information impinging on 

the sense organs; ócovarying neural signalsô self-evidently refers to the 

information such stimulations instigate in a neural form. Transduced neural 

messages covarying with proximal stimulations are mediated by input systems 

to deliver ódistal outputsô. These outputs are meant to represent, and 

characterise in a suitable vocabulary, the arrangements of things in the world; 

again, in a computational form that the machine can understand.260 In being 

mediated by the input systems, the information is altered from its 

non-inferential form, as surface stimulations on the sense organs, to a 

meaningful inferential form within central processors. The input systems thus 

óencodeô261 but do not translate the output of the transducers to the central 

processors which use and store these representations as data in a cognitive 

context. The informational schemata thus flows from the mapping of the 

stimulus (transducers), to encoding its products (input systems), to storing and 

retrieving it in the form of representational icons (central processors).  

 The distinction between the input mechanisms and the central processors is 

crucial to Fodorôs taxonomy. In making the distinction, Fodor noted that it was 

one thing to process information and it was another thing to have it available as 

material for inference from oneôs óbackground beliefs and set.ô262 Here he takes 

sides against much work done on the mechanisms of perception from Kant 

                                                 
257 Ibid., p. 40.  
258 Loc. cit.  
259 Loc. cit.  
260 Loc. cit.  
261 Ibid., p. 42. 
262 Ibid., p. 43. 
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onwards. Perceptual analysis, typically, has appealed to background 

information, concepts, cognitive structures and the like, to make sense of how 

perception is possible from the input of proximal data, and this has been 

deemed necessary on the strength and persuasion of ópoverty of the stimulusô 

arguments.263  Such arguments emphasise that sophisticated cognitive 

mechanisms must be available to filter experiential content, since perception 

was always underdetermined by sensory arrays. In earlier chapters it was 

discussed how assumptions like these give rise to an inferentialist theory of 

content.  

 Fodor generally agrees with this sort of evaluation of the inferential nature of 

perceptual processing, but also notes that, in some respects, perception itself is 

less like inferring and more like reflexing. If so, then this may be a basis for 

distinguishing mechanisms which effect a high-level inferential contribution to 

perceptual processing, from mechanisms which are reflex-like in character, and 

responsive locally to the transduced outputs of proximal stimulations (i.e., 

sensations). This may even offer a basis for explaining primitive experiences of 

animals (and cases of low-level content in humans) which do not, intuitively, 

seem to have much to do with high-level concepts, inference and background 

knowledge. The proposal is obviously central to our concerns in this book.  

 Fodorôs claim is that there has been a confusion in applying the ópoverty of 

the stimulusô arguments to perceptual processing; specifically, a confusion as to 

what the arguments are supposed to demonstrate. What the arguments try to 

show is that it is reasonable to assume that perception needs inferences to sort 

out stimuli into coherent perceptual patterns. And a non-inferential basis for 

perception in terms of proximal stimulations cannot fulfil this, i.e., we cannot 

construct perceptual data from a concept-free input. But, it is unclear what the 

inferential story tells us exactly on closer inspection: does it mean, for instance, 

that perceptions are wholly inferentially mediated; or that this is mostly the case 

- perceptions mostly appeal to high-level inferences?  

 This difference is important, because as we saw in Kantôs case, it was 

actually ambiguous what the mediation by the categories and forms of intuition 

was designed to show; the sensible manifold could have been the basis for some 

kind of intrinsic perceptual structure, albeit a structure insufficient to guarantee 

high-level conceptual knowledge. We also saw that there was a case for 

claiming that the ótop downô heavily inferential approach is not even fully 

argued for in Kantôs writings, and is inconsistent with some of the more 

marginal claims in his writing. In view of the continuum theory being 

advanced, of course, this is a point of crucial interest: for if true, then it casts in 

doubt some of the strongly pro-inferentialist work from Kant onwards. 

 In the case of the Sherlock Holmes example, however, the value of the 

ópoverty of the stimulusô story seems clear cut, and makes sense of Holmesôs 

                                                 
263 J. A. Fodor, óPrecis of The Modularity of Mindô, p. 2. 
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abilities: we saw that he was able to extract from peripheral sensory clues a 

meaningful body of perceptual information about the dispositions of his 

suspects, their habits and the likely perpetrator of the crime, and that this was a 

function of the role of inference in perceptual processing. In this case, it seemed 

a straight forward case of the penetration of sensations by inference.  

 On the strength of what we have been considering so far, of course, this is all 

a bit quick: though it might follow that Holmes needed to form inferences to 

reach conclusions, it does not follow that without inference, concepts, etc., 

Holmes could make no meaningful perceptual discriminations at all. The 

conclusion that he could not just does not seem to follow from the ópoverty of 

the stimulusô arguments. The whole ópovertyô argument seems even less sound 

when animal experiences are considered: for since unsophisticated animals are 

said to have few inferential mechanisms at their disposal, then they must have 

no experiences. But as was argued in the last chapter, this does not seem 

plausible at all; certainly not in the face of the phylogenetic link between 

animals and ourselves. Rather than high-level factors constituting a dividing 

line between experiencing humans and non-experiencing animals, it seemed far 

more plausible to view the relationship as being a matter of degree, not kind.  

 The inferentialist proposal has been criticised in previous chapters on both of 

these grounds. A weaker view of the relation between experience and features 

of high-level inference has been presented instead. It is now suggested that 

Fodorôs modularity theory provides some empirical as well as theoretical 

reasons for taking the continuum account seriously.  

 Consider the action of a reflex: say, my blinking when you attempt to poke 

me in the eye. This could not, by a long shot, be considered a perceptual 

response to stimuli, because this is not an integrated representation of proximal 

stimulus: it does not represent the action of poking in thought, as a perception 

must represent the world in thought. Indeed, it doesnôt seem to represent 

anything; it is just a óstraight-throughô unmediated connection of stimulus to 

reaction. Rather a lot of significant perceptual integrations actually seem 

something like this too, as Fodor observed; for example, the cases of 

face-recognition, object-recognition and the perception of speech-patterns, 

vocalisations and utterances. Such perceptions are domain specific, immediate 

and, seemingly encapsulated from inferential analysis in terms of background 

knowledge. Fodorôs claim is that some level of perceptual processing has, in 

fact, properties rather like the properties that reflexes have.  

 On orthodox inferentialist views, such as Kantôs, there is no distinction 

between cognitively penetrated (inferential) percepts, and so-called 

encapsulated ones. On the Kantian view, the categories and forms of intuition 

uniquely determine the percept on the basis of prior schemata structured óin the 

mind.ô For experience to be possible at all, the forms of intuition and categories 

have to organise the manifold of intuition. Intuitions without concepts are blind. 

A judgment may err (be ófalseô) through insufficient sensory input, but 
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essentially perceptual processing must occur by means of the faculties. Fodorôs 

point is that this sort of approach may explain how we experience anything at 

all given the underdetermination of proximal stimulation. However, on this 

view of perception, there is no flexibility to allow for the kinds of perceptual 

content that is insulated from background beliefs and concepts and which seems 

to resist background interpretation. Fodorôs argument that this sort of 

non-inferential and encapsulated perceptual processing does occur rests mainly 

on his account of the Muller-Lyer illusion.  

8.3 The Muller-Lyer illusion: cognitive encapsularity  

The familiar Muller-Lyer illusion goes something like this: two lines of 

identical length are presented with arrowheads on each end pointing in and out 

respectively (see below, figure 4). Line (b) looks longer than the other owing to 

the figure being interpreted three dimensionally as a óconcave corner with its 

edge receding from the viewer.ô264 The other figure, (a), is perceived (again, 

three dimensionally) as projecting a convex corner, which appears to emerge 

toward the viewer, and thus, appears shorter. Despite appearances, the two lines 

in question are actually the same length. The discrepancy between the two 

projections in the illusion can be explained by a wealth of background 

information which constitutes óa complex of assumptions about the relation 

between three-dimensional objects and their two-dimensional projections,ô265 

like those, for example, relating what we know about the edges of rooms, 

doorways, and so on. Adding credence to this ótop downô explanation is the 

plausible claim that some people (particularly those from other cultures) and 

children, are less susceptible to the illusion than those familiar with edges, 

corners and their perspectival relationships, presumably owing to a 

demonstrable lack of culturally attuned background beliefs.266    

                                                 
264 J. A. Fodor, óObservation Reconsidered,ô p. 33. 
265 Ibid., pp. 33-4. 
266 See: W. H. R. Rivers, óObservations on the Senses of the Todasô, pp. 321-96. There is some 

dispute in the literature whether the differences here can be attributed to a difference in such 

ócarpentered environmentsô or whether it can be attributed to other factors such as retinal 

pigmentation or education, which may contribute to the effectiveness of the illusions. For a 

summary of the literature see: J. O. Robinson, The Psychology of Visual Illusion. See also: G. 

Jahoda, óRetinal Pigmentation, Illusion, Susceptibility and Space Perceptionô, pp. 199-208. It 

would be sufficient for the ótop-downô view that most of the influence on the perception of such 

illusions come from such environments, even if it was not the only influence.  
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(a)

(b)
 

Figure 4 The Muller-Lyer illusion.  

Fodorôs point about all of this is simply that if high-level influences penetrate 

perception wholly, then why is it not the case that the knowledge that the 

illusion is an illusion penetrate oneôs perception of it? 

The Muller-Lyer is a familiar illusion; the news has pretty well gotten 

around by now. So itôs part of the óbackground theoryô of anybody who 

lives in this culture and is at all into pop psychology that displays like 

[this] are in fact misleading and that it always turns out, on measurement 

that the centre lines of the arrows are the same length. Query: why isnôt 

perception penetrated by THAT piece of background theory? Why, in 

fact, doesnôt knowing that the lines are the same length make it look as 

though the lines are the same length?267  

According to Fodor, what the Muller-Lyer shows is not that perception is highly 

cognitive. Rather, it suggests just the reverse: that how the world looks can be 

ópeculiarly unaffected by how one knows it to be.ô  

 Cases like this can be multiplied to include the Ames room and the phi 

phenomenon illusions, and also to cases not involving vision. Fodor cites the 

phoneme restoration and the click displacement effects in speech as other 

examples. (In these cases, a subject can hear a recording of a word that has had 

a phoneme cut out and a óclickô put in its place. Despite being told about the 

alteration, a subject will still hear the entire word).268 Fodorôs conclusion about 

all this is, in an important sense, damaging to the case of ótop downô perceptual 

processing:  

                                                 
267 Fodor (1984), op. cit., p. 34. Frank Jackson makes the same point (about the same illusion) 

in Perception: A Representative Theory in the context of órefutingô the idea that ówhen a 

ñlooksò statement is true, an appropriate belief statement is true.ô (p. 38) The point here, of 

course, is that the high-level belief-based óepistemicô account of perception is seriously 

misguided. 
268 Fodor, (1983) op. cit., p. 66. 
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The issue raised by the persistence of illusion is not, ... whether some 

inferences are ómore conceptualô than others ... [The] issue is: How rigid 

is the boundary between the information available to cognitive processes 

and the information available to perceptual ones? How much of what you 

know/believe/desire actually does affect the way that you see? The 

persistence of illusion suggests that the answer might be: at most, less 

than all of it.269  

The accusation is that there is all the difference in the world between claiming 

that perceptual inferences from background knowledge are available to 

perceptual integration, and claiming that perception is cognitively penetrated 

by such inferences. Perceptual implasticities make the idea of cognitive 

penetration seems highly implausible.270 For cognitive penetration to be true, it 

would have to imply óthe continuity of perception with cognition.ô271 But if 

Fodorôs claims about perceptual illusion are reasonable, then it would seem that 

perceptual implasticities do imply a óradical isolation of how things look from 

the effects of much of what one believes.ô272  

 Fodorôs diagnosis is that there are, on an increasing scale, three sorts of 

architectural arrangements in respect of the relations between cognition and 

perception: a case where no background information is available to perceptual 

integration; a case where some but not all background information is available; 

and a case where everything one knows is available to integration. The first 

seems implausible in view of the poverty of the stimulus arguments, and the 

third seems implausible in view of the Muller-Lyer illusion. Fodorôs claim is 

that, on balance, the second seems the óbetter bet.ô273 Certain contents are 

always encapsulated from knowledge and beliefs.  

 Within the limits of analogy, Kantôs model is a useful comparison. Kant 

faced two options with respect to the categories and their influence on the 

content of experience: one was that they wholly determined (read: cognitively 

penetrated) the structure of the manifold of sense. The other option was that the 

manifold of sense is somehow organised (read: is óencapsulatedô) in some 

primitive manner, despite the imposition of the categories. It would seem that 

Fodor explicitly takes the second option, whereas it is unclear if Kant does. 

(Though if his views of the sensory manifold are as systematically ambiguous 

as has been pointed out, then it may well be that the orthodox view of Kant is 

                                                 
269 Fodor, (1985) op. cit., p. 2.  
270 Fodor, (1984) op. cit., p. 35. Fodor calls what I have called the inferentialist proposal, the 

ócognitivist interpretationô. 
271 Fodor, (1985) op. cit., p. 3. 
272 Fodor, (1984) op. cit., p. 35. 
273 Fodor, (1985) op. cit., p. 3. 
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misguided, and that he was actually sympathetic to the second option too).274 

 H. I. Brown has reached a similar tertium quid on the nature of our 

perceptions, and though the boundary he is drawing is unclear, he seems to be 

suggesting that there are certain important encapsulated constraints on 

perception. Referring to ambiguous perceptual illusions like the duck/rabbit and 

the face/vase illusions, and in response to the relativist objection that such 

stimuli can be óperceived in any way at allô, he writes: 

We can begin our response by noting that I have nowhere maintained that 

theories create their own data or that our theories alone determine what 

we perceive. Rather, the objects of perception are the results of 

contributions from both our theories and the action of the external world 

on our sense organs. Because of this dual source of our percepts objects 

can be seen in many different ways, but it does not follow that a given 

object can be seen in any way at all. Consider again the duck/rabbit. We 

have already seen that this figure can be seen as a duck, a rabbit, a set of 

lines or an area, and one might plausibly imagine its being seen as a piece 

of laboratory apparatus, a religious symbol, or some other animal by an 

observer with the appropriate experience. But try as I will, I cannot see 

this figure as my wife, the Washington monument or a herd of swine.... I 

do not maintain that theories impose structure on a neutral material. The 

dichotomy between the view of perception as the passive observation of 

objects which are whatever they appear to be and perceptions as the 

creation of perceptual objects out of nothing is by no means exhaustive. A 

third possibility is that we shape our perceptions out of an already 

structured but still malleable material. This perceptual material, 

whatever it might be, will serve to limit the class of possible constraints 

without dictating a unique percept.275 

Of course, there are some important differences in the claims here. Fodor is 

suggesting that there are boundary conditions on what the perceptual apparatus 

can do computationally; Brown seems to be saying that what is in the world 

limits perceptual content. Clearly though, there are also some similarities here. 

Perceptual experience is a function of perceptual equipment interacting with the 

world as it impinges on our sense organs, and constraints can occur at the 

junction of both levels. The interesting issue is the exact nature of this 

relationship. 

 I want to draw attention here to the important distinction between the central 

processors and the input mechanisms in light of the foregoing. The point of the 

                                                 
274 The first option that Fodor mentions, of course, is closed to all those persuaded by the 

poverty of the stimulus arguments. 
275 H. I. Brown, Perception, Theory and Commitment, p. 93. Italics mine. 
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subsidiary systems is to provide information to a computational machine in a 

form that it can understand, about the world in which it operates and engages in 

informational exchange. On any ordinary view of perceptual processing, a 

distinction is normally made between ócognitionô (employing high-level 

background beliefs and so on) and ósensingô (which is responsive to the output 

of proximal stimulations). In Fodorôs picture, this is amended with the 

introduction of a third ómechanism.ô Sensations, on his view, become 

óresponsive solely to the character of proximal stimulations and [are] 

non-inferentialô while cognition is óboth inferential and responsive to the 

perceiverôs background theories.ô276  Fodorôs innovation is to ósplit the 

differenceô277 between the sensory component which is non-inferential, and the 

cognitive component which is inferential, and to postulate a new mechanism 

which has both these characteristics. This mechanism Fodor calls a perceptual 

ómoduleô:  

A module is, (inter alia) an informationally encapsulated computational 

system - an inference-making mechanism whose access to background 

information is constrained by general features of cognitive architecture, 

hence relatively rigidly and relatively permanently constrained. ... at least 

some information that is available to at least some cognitive processes is 

not available to the module.278 

With its informationally encapsulated and relatively permanently constrained 

cognitive architecture, the ómoduleô allows perceptual integration to occur at a 

lower level than input from high-level beliefs, theories, background knowledge, 

etc. And it is this which is supposed to account for the fact that in some 

perceptual situations, what one sees is curiously unaffected by what one knows 

or believes.  

 There may appear to be some confusion in the above passage. Fodor is 

explicitly claiming that a module is an inference-making mechanism, whereas 

before he seemed to be embracing the non-inferential character of reflexes as a 

distinguishing feature of some kinds of perceptual integrations. The claim is, 

however, that a module is inferential only in respect of information confined 

within its own modular óarchitecture,ô and that this information is still 

permanently encapsulated from the high-level inferential deposits of 

background beliefs and concepts.  

8.4 Empirical supports for modularity 

I would like to turn now, briefly, to some of the empirical supports for the idea 

                                                 
276 Fodor, (1984) op. cit., p. 36 
277 Loc. cit. 
278 Fodor, (1985) op. cit., p. 3. 
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that perception is modular. We have seen that the visual effect of the 

Muller-Lyer illusion admits of an interpretation contrary to the usual 

explanation in terms of the penetration of culturally acquired background 

beliefs about common geometric patterns. The alternative view was that not all 

perceptual mechanisms are inferential and at some perceptual level, how certain 

information is received is unaffected by how things are believed or known to be, 

and this seemed to indicate a more primary processing level is available to 

complex perceptual organisms. This is hardly a decisive argument on its own, 

and so Fodor provides us with a wealth of other cases. The interesting thing 

about them is that not only does visual perception seem like this, but there are 

examples which show that many other types of information processing, both 

auditory and tactile, also seem informationally encapsulated in his sense; in 

fact, low-level perceptual integrations of all kinds are modular. 

 A good example is the processing of speech sounds. Evidence by several 

theorists, including Liberman,279 has suggested that the way subjects hear a 

signal greatly depends upon whether the signal is in the form of an utterance or 

not. This seems to indicate that the mechanisms of audition are, in an important 

sense, ópre-tunedô to be responsive to certain types of meaningful acoustic 

contexts. If this is an adequate hypothesis, then it would seem to fit in rather 

well with the Chomskian view that natural language has certain unique and 

universal grammatical properties which are responsive to species-specific 

learning systems. It would jointly account for the ability of a language-speaking 

organism to learn language so rapidly. The phenomenon of speech ótrackingô or 

óshadowingô is also relevant here: as Fodor reports, a significant number of 

people can repeat continuous speech with only one quarter of a second latency, 

and also understand what they are saying.280 These findings seem to display that 

in order for certain highly efficient responses of utterance and speech 

recognition to be possible, the integrations must be unmediated by complicated 

cognitive processes and fairly local and direct in their application. Other 

examples include phoneme recognition, face recognition and the recognition of 

three-dimensional shapes, all of which suggest the same sort of reflex-like 

responses to certain sorts of stimuli.281 These studies indicate that a special kind 

of perceptual mechanism is operational - domain-specific in its function and 

ómodularô in performing it. 

 How else might this sort of data be made informationally accessible, if not in 

a modular (encapsulated) fashion? Fodor sketches an alternative means which 

involves the employment of a ósimilarity metricô and a conceptual 

                                                 
279 A. Liberman et al, óThe Perception of the Speech Codeô, pp. 431- 461. 
280 Fodor (1983) op. cit., p. 61. Source of reference, W. Marslen-Wilson. óSpeech Shadowing 

and Speech Perceptionô. 
281 Ibid., See Fodor (1983), passim. 
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óprototypeô.282 The suggestion is that perceptual integration might happen by a 

matching of data against an inferential standard, and by assessing the degree of 

closeness or ófitô. If this was the way in which perceptual integration of 

utterances or faces, etc. occurred, then it would mean that we could imagine óa 

quite general computational systemô283 which was óhorizontalô in structure, i.e., 

it could cross perceptual domains, and assess facial data in the same manner in 

which it assessed speech vocalisations, colours or cows. In this case: óThe 

procedures for estimating the distance between input and a perceptual prototype 

should have pretty much the same computational structure wherever they are 

encountered.ô284  

 If this is meant to be a rival to the modular hypothesis, then it is not a good 

one. For, considering how óeccentricô a stimulus can be, it would be somewhat 

remarkable that such perceptual integrations could occur for such things at all, 

let alone with the speed that they do. A more likely possibility, the one that 

Fodor presents, is that some primitive modes of perceptual recognition are 

already ótunedô285 to óspecial classesô of stimuli, and so operate in a relatively 

isolated fashion from inferential prototypes, to achieve recognition fast. This is 

not to say, of course, that all feats of integrative processing are performed in 

this ómodularô, domain-specific way. A complicated activity, like playing the 

piano, demonstratively requires inferences from background beliefs and set, not 

only to make informed perceptual judgments about the object itself, but to work 

out what possibilities are open to one if one wanted to use it. Inferences from 

oneôs life history, memories of concerts, childhood music lessons, as well as 

knowledge of harmony, chordal relationships, etc., are relevant here. But if 

oneôs intention does not happen to be to play it, but to use it as a piece of 

furniture, then all such background beliefs about pianos can be abandoned. This 

is not so with face recognition, speech analysis, and perception of three- 

dimensional objects. It is not only that these sorts of perceptual integrations just 

seem positively impervious to background knowledge, beliefs and concepts; it 

simply seems that such things do not even bear on such lower level responses, 

and, as they do not, it scarcely seems an issue that they could be 

óconceptualisedô in any other way. Rather, what is most clear about such ex 

hypothesi modular tasks is that we canôt but integrate them as we do: 

You canôt help hearing an utterance of a sentence ... as an utterance of a 

sentence, and you can't help seeing a visual array as consisting of objects 

distributed in three-dimensional space. Similarly, mutatis mutandis, for 

the other perceptual modes: you canôt, for instance, help feeling that what 
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283 Loc. cit. 
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you run your fingers over is the surface of an object.286 

The claim is not that all perceptual processes are modular, and thus 

informationally encapsulated. It is only that it is questionable that all perception 

involves the imposition of high-level inferential features and that the boundary 

between what is available to perceptual processes and what is available to 

cognitive processes is inferentially porous. If it was inferentially porous, then 

all perceptual processes would predictably involve a certain amount of 

high-level inference in the form of background beliefs and concepts, but as we 

have seen, the evidence just doesnôt run this way. However, Fodor is far from 

claiming that no perceptual processes are inferential: the point is that it depends 

on the level of processing in question. Some (complex) processing certainly 

involves cognitive mechanisms, inference and so on, but some of the simplest 

cases of perceptual integration are not influenced by them at all. This is 

transparently clear in the case of the Muller-Lyer illusion, but it is also, if we 

believe Fodor, evident in utterance and speech sound recognition, tactile object 

integration and perhaps even the recognition of colour primitives. Perhaps, this 

also might be true of the kinds of perceptual integrations that unsophisticated 

animals perform: summarily, we might begin to believe that animal awareness 

is informationally local too.  

 Fodor has provided grounds for thinking that there may be some perceptual 

content which is not necessarily dependent on high-level features and this is 

tantamount to a rejection of the inferentialist proposal we are considering. 

However, there have been modifications of Fodorôs view which need to be 

noted. 

Content insularity 

8.5 Camôs thesis  

Philip Cam has suggested, like Fodor, that in constructing a perception from 

available sensory information, certain óassumptionsô are adopted by the 

perceptual mechanisms which may be false in the light of background 

knowledge.287 One of the Muller-Lyer lines may look longer, for instance, 

despite our knowledge to the contrary. As to how this might happen, he offers 

three possible answers: (1) there is a lack of physical connections between 

high-level knowledge and the lower order mechanisms of perception; (2) the 

cognitive processes contained in high-level language ability outstrips the lower 
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perceptual processes which have óa relatively primitive competenceô288 

(meaning: that they literally cannot communicate with each other); and (3) the 

two, cognition and perception, are physically linked and can communicate but 

sometimes, when óhighly conditionedô, the assumptions that the perceptual 

mechanisms employ can óoverrideô this higher processing.  

 The first two explanations, he notes, are compatible with Fodorôs account of 

the informational encapsulation of perceptual modules; stressing that, for both 

reasons, the architecture and the assumptions of the module are óinaccessibleô 

to penetration by intellect, and so, operate autonomously. But Camôs point is 

that the third option also is ónot without grounds to recommend it.ô289 The 

advantage of the third option, he believes, is that it fits better with the facts. His 

argument is that the cases that Fodor considers to substantiate the encapsulation 

of the modules (lines, faces and so on), are óarguably all highly conditioned by 

experience. Rooms are nearly always rectangular (at least in our culture), faces 

protrude, solid shafts that appear to join do join and so forth.ô290 The point is 

that if the perceptual mechanisms are constantly confronted by such stimuli 

with no intervening ócounteracting cuesô then óhomebased assumptions might 

do just as well as ignorance of intellectual knowledge to account for the 

effects.ô291 Thus, the perceptual modules may be operating autonomously not 

because they are totally constrained from high-level features, but because they 

have been conditioned to function in that way.  

 The perceptual integrations of ambiguous stimuli support his case. In the case 

of the duck-rabbit where alternative perceptual possibilities feature, there are no 

overriding perceptual preferences made by the input systems and either 

óconstructionô will do - hence, oneôs perceptual integration of the stimulus (how 

it looks) can also oscillate easily between cognitive interpretations. This is not 

so with strongly constrained perceptual information. In cases where homebased 

processing has ósolidifiedô, this becomes increasingly less possible. (This is 

why, perhaps, the sun always seems to rise and the earth never seems to sink, 

despite our knowledge to the contrary, or that we canôt help feeling an object 

when we run our fingers over it.) In Camôs view, only this latter kind of content, 

strictly speaking, seems to be informationally encapsulated in Fodorôs sense.  

 The point is that órather than having informational encapsulation in some 

cases and permeability in others and the attendant difficulties upon sorting out 

why this might be, perhaps we should posit a single principle to cover them all. 

The principle would be (roughly) that perceptual analysis will accept 

instruction to the extent that its own preferences are not clear and univocal.ô292 

                                                 
288 Ibid., p. 232. 
289 Ibid., p. 233. 
290 Loc. cit. 
291 Loc. cit.  
292 Loc. cit.  
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Camôs claim, contra Fodor, is that the assumptions that low-level modules 

employ in integrating sensory stimuli do not always suggest encapsulation, 

bull-headedness or recalcitrance from conceptual processing, but an insularity 

or narrow-mindedness. The modules first call óon their own resourcesô, and 

they tend to be guided by information or suggestions intruding from other 

óauthoritiesô óonly to the extent that decisions based upon their local 

information base leave open further or alternative possibilities.ô293  

 Unlike Fodor, Cam allows the possibility that the low-level architectural 

arrangement of the module is not ópermanently constrainedô from high-level 

influences, but, to some degree, open to it for use when conditioned tendencies 

do not influence it in other ways. This seems to be a plausible suggestion and it 

is supported by empirical work suggestive of a more flexible arrangement 

between the influences of higher and lower content structuring.294 

 Camôs analysis of perceptual mechanisms seems on the surface to support a 

more subtle account of content than Fodorôs modular view. On Camôs account, 

the information that the low-level processing units possess is conditioned by 

experience, though not determined by it, due to the conduits of sensation being 

informationally poor. Instead, early and constant sensory irradiation of 

particular kinds is sufficient to form constraints which make up the organic 

óhome-based preferencesô of the lower-order informational system. And these 

preferences amount to primitive conceptions of things ólooking longerô etc.  

 However, the prima facie advantages of an insularity account should not go 

toward ruling out the encapsularity view. Fodorôs account also allows for such 

subtleties if read correctly. There is no principled reason why the encapsularity 

view could not be seen to encompass such cases of content which seem clearly 

less dependent on the constraints of information contained in the modular 

architecture. The differences between the views may be simply a matter of 

emphasis. Fodor stresses examples where low-level content does not seem to be 

influenced by background knowledge; Cam stresses cases which demonstrate 

that occasionally it does seem to be influenced in this way. However, in 

principle, Fodorôs modularity view remains as flexible as Camôs insularity 

view. Content which seems to be ónarrow-mindedô in Camôs sense may also be 

seen to be informationally encapsulated, providing that encapsulation is 

understood to occur in levels or degrees.  

                                                 
293 Ibid., p. 234. 
294 Loc. cit. This account is particularly plausible in view of cases of Muller-Lyer decrement, 

where the illusion has been shown to reduce in effectiveness not through prolonged exposure, 

but ócognitive recalibration.ô (D. J. Schiano and K. Jordan: óMueller-Lyer Decrement: Practice 

or Prolonged Exposureô, pp. 307-316). Though the evidence is ambiguous here, it seems to tell 

against the views that attribute illusion decrease to features of neural fatigue. By contrast, what 

seems to be central is learning and practice in response to experience as much as to features of 

the processing system. This seems to indicate that there must be experiential permeability of 

modules rather than encapsulation.  
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 I shall not attempt to adjudicate between these views as this issue is not 

central to this book. Whether the modules are best described as encapsulated or 

insulated is of no concern to me here. The important thing is that there is some 

degree of isolation of perceptual content from the mechanisms of high-level 

inference. However one interprets the insularity/modularity distinction, the 

important thing is that inferential input is not necessary for all forms of 

perceptual content. Both Fodorôs and Camôs views suggest that this is indeed 

the case. 

 Something important follows from all this. If content can be said to have 

some independence from high-level reasoning and it is granted that experiences 

can have sensational aspects (as argued earlier), it seems natural to conclude 

that these features of content might be modular-like in Fodorôs or Camôs sense. 

The examples of sensational properties offered in Chapter 5 might be best 

understood in terms of informational features of experience at a very low-level. 

And these features might function is just the way Fodor and Cam suggest (being 

relatively constrained from high-level influences). 

 Earlier chapters have argued that animal and infant experience, must be 

understood as contentful in some sense. It also seems natural to conclude, from 

the material just discussed, that the kind of perceptual outputs in question are 

just those that may be central to the perceptual systems of unsophisticated 

organisms. Modular-like informational content of an impurely sensational 

nature may be the kind of experiences had by such primitive creatures (in 

various degrees of complexity). This point seems to fit with the arguments 

against the inferentialist proposal offered earlier, for, as previously discussed, 

there is no good reason to deny contentful experiences of some kind in 

organisms which are phylogenetically related to us. This claim could be 

strengthened by taking seriously the suggestion that the deliverances of 

perceptual mechanisms are largely subject to selective pressures and that 

experiential content of all kinds has a causal role in perception. If true, then the 

origins of modularity might suggest a view of content susceptible to the 

influence of evolutionary pressures on developing perceptual mechanisms. The 

kinds of contentful outputs processed by the modules could thus be seen as 

being causally responsive to selectively important features in an organismôs 

environment.  

 To factor in evolution here requires that low-level contentful information be 

seen in terms of an evolving system, responsive to relevant features of the world 

that system was engaged in, and able to process naturally; in other words, what 

were observable properties for that processing system. Such processing would 

be similar to Lorenzôs óorgansô of the body being able to óthinkô in certain 

forms. On this view, the nature of content should certainly be a part of an 

evolution-primed biological account of organisms.  

 To take an evolutionary line here means that the content of the informational 

modules would be responsive to both input and high-level cognition (if 
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available). It would also be inherently flexible and could occur among species 

in degrees. Some unsophisticated organisms might not have high-level 

processing at all, only modular units; others might have some but considerably 

less than humans, and so on. This would also allow for the possibility that 

low-level inferential content (sub-descriptive inferences) may be available to 

fairly sophisticated animals, like dogs and chimpanzees. The outline of an 

account of this kind was given in Chapters 1 and 2. It is now suggested that 

some kind of modularity view goes some way to supporting a continuum 

account of content.  

 On the continuum account, at each extreme of the continuum there are quite 

separate structures to our perceptual organisation of experience: a lower-order 

level which contains sensory information, which is local to perceptual domains 

of ólooksô, and a high-level structure which is influenced to some degree by 

these home-based preferences. Each kind of content is important in selective 

terms for experiencing organisms (an argument will be advanced for this in the 

next section). It is suggested here that in fact the lower level of perceptual 

integration is a kind of low-level concept which is informationally primitive, 

and to an important degree, insulated from the high-level influences. The 

home-based preferences which have these characteristics have been called 

ósensational conceptsô to distinguish them from other kinds of higher-level 

conceptualisations.  

 That a modular view of content rests well with a Lorenzian account of the 

naturalistic and organic basis of perceptual structure is convenient for my 

purposes. It is far easier and certainly more parsimonious to view the organism 

as a processing system which operates in response not only to mechanisms of 

inference, but also to selective pressures at an important lower-order sensory 

level: to contentful colour aspects and other such fairly undemanding 

discriminatory features, which need not be tied to high-level concepts and 

background knowledge etc. Moreover, it also seems instructive to see such a 

low-level ability, as Lorenz did, as an ability which can vary among species and 

creatures depending on their perceptual evolutionary bias. These points go 

together uncompromisingly well:  

The notion of constrained faculties views humans less as all-purpose 

machines and more as biological organisms that have, through the course 

of evolution, developed specialised ómental organsô that are used to deal 

with different aspects of their physical and mental worlds. Each organ 

imposes its own set of constraints on the types of knowledge structures it 

uses, such that we have different domains of cognition with different 
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formal properties.295  

Such an analysis rests well with an account of the perceptual structure that 

conceptually unsophisticated animals actually seem to have. It seems quite in 

order to suppose that some unsophisticated animal and infant cognition, though 

bereft of high-level content in the manner specified by the inferentialist 

proposal, is fixed around certain lower order conscious observables that 

evolution facilitates. It is not unreasonable to suppose that some such 

informational constraints on concept acquisition are exceedingly primitive and 

are possessed by less differentiated organisms, and perhaps even constitute the 

sum total of their conceptual repertoire. In such cases, the matter of high-level 

inference is of little practical consequence in determining the content of their 

observational experience. 

 Fodorôs claim that there is a óthird mechanismô between proximal 

stimulations and high-level cognition has given a further reason to reject the 

inferentialist proposal. Camôs modification of this view, along with 

evolutionary considerations, indicates that content is sometimes 

narrow-minded, not encapsulated. Both of these views are supported by 

empirical work suggesting that content is constrained to some degree from 

high-level influences.  

 Campbell claims that Fodorôs modularity thesis actually óunderwrites the 

return of the requirement to save ... Appearances.ô296 But he also claims that this 

doesnôt imply a return to Cartesian foundationalism: 

It marks no limit in breadth or depth of vision, beyond which speculation 

may not pass ... [but] place[s] the onus for explaining any incompatibility 

between theory and common sense on the theoretical, speculative side of 

the disagreement ... It is for the theory, not the observation, to yield.297 

Such an interpretation of modularity theory would be generally sympathetic to 

the points made in this book. Primitive observational looks, which fix kinds of 

experiential content, might remain importantly distinct from high-level 

influences. It is theory, not observation, that needs to yield. Experiential 

content, in my view, must be understood to occur in degrees of sophistication, 

and to some degree at least, it need not involve high-level inferences. 

 As we have seen earlier, there are reasons for adopting a view of content 

which embraces several levels of informational complexity. Content, we saw, 

occurs along a continuum, from sensationally specified, to content which is 

highly inferentially specified. The former is immune to the higher level 

                                                 
295 F. C. Keil, óMechanisms of Cognitive Development and the Structure of Knowledgeô, in 

Mechanisms of Cognitive Development, p. 94. 
296 K. Campbell, óPhilosophy and Common Senseô, p. 172. 
297 Loc. cit. 
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influences to a degree which is significant. A principle of parsimony applied in 

this context might be that one should not extend oneôs mechanisms of inference 

beyond their domain of utility. The inferentialist account clearly does this, and 

so is a seriously misleading picture of experience and content.  

8.6 Phenomenological accessibility and epiphenomenalism  

There is one important thing to add. It will be noted that the stress being placing 

on the conscious nature of low-level content does not mesh well with the 

essentially functionalist program behind Fodorôs modularity theory. If Fodor is 

a major support in my characterisation of experiential content, it would seem 

that I am backing a loser, because Fodorôs characterisation of the sub-systems 

central to perceptual mechanisms makes no reference to conscious 

accessibility, but, instead, only to the various computational levels at which 

information is processed. Fodor and consciousness are, it would seem, strange 

bedfellows.  

 However, it is not the case that Fodor altogether eschews considerations of 

conscious perceptual contents, even though it is certainly true that it is not a 

mainstay of his computational program. In an endnote to The Modularity of 

Mind, Fodor angles for óphenomenological accessibility as a criterion of the 

output of the visual processesô298 and states explicitly: 

It seems to me that we want a notion of perceptual process that makes the 

deliverances of perception available as the premises of conscious 

decision and inferences ... I want a vocabulary for the output of the visual 

processor which specifies stimulus properties that are 

phenomenologically accessible and that are, by preference, reasonably 

close to those stimulus properties that we pretheoretically suppose to be 

visible.299 

And again: 

 [T]he activity of modules determines what you would believe about the 

appearances if you were going just on the appearances. Less gnomically: 

modules offer hypotheses about the instantiation of observable properties 

of things.300  

This just seems to be a convoluted way of saying that it is selectively useful for 

perceptual content to have conscious felt qualities. To suggest that our 

experience of colour hues or of enlargements of the visual field, for instance, 

                                                 
298 J. Fodor, (1983) op. cit., p. 136. 
299 Loc. cit. I would like to thank G. J. OôBrien for drawing my attention to this passage.  
300 Fodor (1984), op. cit., p. 41. 
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must be óphenomenologically accessibleô in the way that we ópretheoreticallyô 

take them in experience means, in plainer words: there is something 

qualitatively important about stimulus properties for the activity of perceptual 

processing. The dynamics of perception requires content to have sensational 

features. Indeed, it must be the overarching aim of any account of perceptual 

content and structure to offer an account of how some experiences can have 

such felt aspects. Felt experiences, of course, require some degree of conscious 

accessibility. 

 There are good reasons why experiences should have felt aspects, so Fodor 

should not need to conceal the point. The reason is entirely naturalist: there 

must be a way certain experiences feel or seem for the subject because 

sometimes, in the imposition of high-level inferences, we get our experiences 

wrong; we mistake sharp projectiles for balloons or feather dusters. A 

contentful visual field experience, such that something is getting closer, even 

when we may know it isnôt, is helpful in sorting out what kinds of experiences 

we need to concentrate on; the ones, for instance, that may cause us trouble or 

injury. Such óphenomenalô features are made available as material for 

conscious decision and inferences. Such material is informationally contentful 

without being heavily inferential (though it may be inferentially informed to 

some degree). This probably has a lot to do with our evolutionary past. It would 

seem plausible that not all experiences can be captured by the nature of 

representational features, beliefs that, or óhigh-levelô knowledge imposition. 

Some contentful experiential features just have looks, and so are selectively 

useful as primitive, but necessary, processing units available to later, more 

discerning intellectual evaluation.  

 This kind of backdown from a healthy functionalist stance must be expected: 

it must be remembered, finally, that Fodorôs psychological account is but one 

stratagem in the quest for an adequate account of experiential content; it may 

well be that the problem needs to be supplemented by other philosophical 

considerations, some of which have been considered here. As mentioned in the 

Introduction, there are several non-exclusive ways of treating the issue of 

experience and content. One of those is to look at the issue in terms of the 

mechanisms of perceptual psychology; another is to bring in evolutionary 

considerations. Many such influences may ultimately be necessary. An 

important aim of this book is to integrate such themes in an overall account. The 

upshot is that, Pickwickian or not, Fodorôs óphenomenological accessibilityô 

criterion should be seen as an important feature of his theory, just as a 

contentful sensory manifold should be an important part of Kantôs.  

 A similar kind of reasoning must be engaged, moreover, to avoid the 

objection that low-level insulated modules are epiphenomenally irrelevant to 

experiential content. This problem arises only if it becomes an issue as to how 

the low-level, phenomenal features - óaspectsô of experiences - feed into 

high-level perceptual processing. But it is clear what response must be given 
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here. It must be that it is simply a contingent fact that evolution has favoured 

organisms that have evolved with sense organs having such phenomenal 

experiential features.301 On evolutionary grounds the reason for this is clear 

enough: low-level, non-inferential content is not epistemically idle because it 

gives sophisticated organisms the informational basis for making conscious 

decisions about whether certain perceptual information is a threat or not, even 

in view of perceptual mistakes. It also helps us to process information in 

perceptual shorthand: noticing a certain ólookô helps us to work out where 

inferences are to apply. Cognitive development at this sensational level assures 

that the processing eventuates in low-level informational content which helps to 

filter perceptual wheat from chaff. Low-level ólookô-beliefs, in other words, act 

as the watchdog on unbridled and erroneous inference-making. 

 There have been positions which argue for a contrary view. Frank Jackson, 

for example, has argued that certain felt properties of mental states - 

experiential óqualiaô - are such that ótheir possession or absence makes no 

difference to the physical world.ô302 This commits him to saying that the kinds 

of conscious low-level outputs, which I have suggested are importantly 

efficacious aspects to experiential content, are actually causally irrelevant to 

the kinds of perceptual processing we make about that world. Such a claim 

would seem to be implausible in the face of evolutionary theory: evolution 

sanctions traits that are conducive to survival, not irrelevant; hence such 

qualitative properties must have some kind of causal importance in the 

evolutionary scheme of things.  

 However, Jacksonôs reasoning against this is as follows: just as a polar bear 

has evolved a thick coat, so it has evolved a heavy one. A thick coat is 

survivally advantageous because it insulates the animal from the cold; a heavy 

one is not survivally advantageous because it slows the animal down. But it 

does not follow from this that such an example refutes the idea that some traits 

can be causally impotent. Just because a trait can evolve which is not conducive 

to survival does not come in conflict with Darwinism. This is because the heavy 

coat, in this case, is an óunavoidable concomitantô of having a warm coat, óand 

the advantages for survival of having a warm coat outweighed the 

disadvantages of having a heavy one.ô According to Jackson: ó[t]he point is that 

all we can extract from Darwinôs theory is that we should expect any evolved 

characteristics to be either conducive to survival or a by-product of one that is 

so conducive.ô303 Jacksonôs claim is that the appeal to Darwinism does not 

refute the epiphenomenalistôs story about qualia, because such features can be 

                                                 
301 This is not so for non-organic creatures, machines, robots, etc., which might develop 

óhigh-levelô inferential knowledge (scientific theories etc.) without such low-level features. 

Daniel Dennett, Hilary Putnam and Paul Feyerabend have made much of this point. I treat 

Feyerabendôs views in the next chapter.  
302 F. Jackson, óEpiphenomenal Qualia,ô p. 473. Rpt. in Mind and Content: A Reader. 
303 Ibid., p. 474. 
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in the latter category and not the former.  

 However, the whole evolutionary issue in the context being considered does 

render it highly unlikely that low-level sensational contents are 

óepiphenomenally idleô. The kinds of experiences which are 

phenomenologically accessible as outputs of the visual modules, do not seem to 

be like the heaviness of a polar bear coat; they do not seem to be merely 

causally inert by-products of some other evolutionary selected feature. 

Sensational experiences do seem to qualify as features of experiences which 

mostly have a genuine causal role: they seem to occur as primitive 

informational content for certain organisms which can direct them to action. 

Sensing an enlargement of the visual field or a colour hue, does seem to be 

causally useful because such features can filter perceptual information fast 

(allowing rapid application for more detailed processing) and hence, they can 

localise the application of high-level inference. They also allow the organism to 

call upon essentially simple processed features, which are easily stored, to aid 

in remembering more complex features of objects.304 So there do seem to be 

good reasons for thinking that contentful, low-level aspects of experiences are 

not epiphenomenal, even though they may be experientially sui generis.  

 The argument I intend to advance against epiphenomenalism was originally 

spelt out in detail by Popper in his defence of interactionist dualism. Its 

implications have most recently been outlined by Daniel Shaw in his paper 

óNatural Selection and Epiphenomenalismô. The argument hinges on two 

assumptions: firstly, that natural selection is the only known theory, at present, 

which can explain the emergence of purposeful processes in the world 

(specifically, the evolution of higher forms of life); secondly, that conscious 

experiences consist of mostly structured and organised features which provide 

higher organisms with an instrument for survival. Shaw expresses the essentials 

of Popperôs argument like this: 

 (1): The Darwinian theory of natural selection is the best theory we have 

for explaining the existence of what would otherwise be highly 

improbable states of orderly organization that exist in the organic world. 

(2): The theory implies that all (or nearly all) standard features of the 

members of a species of living organism that are of a kind that display or 

are capable of displaying a high degree of orderly systematic 

organization, must have gradually evolved and thereby have come into 

existence in virtue of the adaptive effects which such features have upon 

                                                 
304 Remembering how a house looks on the strength of comparing such experienced features 

with the aid of paint samples is a trivial example. Recall Mortensenôs and Nerlichôs óidentikit 

pictureô as an example which is suggestive of a more serious causal role for low-level content. 

(In this case, remembering sensory features helps to trigger more informative details about a 

suspect which may result in accurate identification later. I will expand on these examples in 

what follows.) 
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the organismôs physical behaviour in relation to its physical 

environment... 

(3): The experiential aspects of human beings are capable of displaying, 

and frequently do display, exceedingly high levels of orderly systematic 

organization ... When a mathematician thinks through the steps of a 

complex proof, when a composer consciously thinks his way through the 

construction of a musical work, when anyone ... puts his mind to planning 

his daysô activities, his monthly budget, or his tax returns, the experiential 

aspect of what takes place takes on what, from the explanatory point of 

view, is an exceedingly high level of systematic order. 

(4) Therefore Darwinian theory implies that conscious experiences must 

affect, or else are very likely to affect the physical side of human 

behaviour and, through behaviour, the physical aspect of our 

environment. 

(5) Therefore Darwinian theory implies that epiphenomenalism is false or 

else is very likely false.305 

Shawôs point is simply that epiphenomenalism does not account for the 

syste-matic order common to experiential states and conscious processes 

generally, whereas an account which appeals to Darwinian principles does. 

Darwinist principles make it seem likely that any such set of ordered states must 

have been selectively useful (being able to óaffect the physical side of human 

behaviourô) in order to have evolved at all (it would not be sufficient simply to 

have occurred as a concomitant feature of some other selected characteristic).  

 It follows that if the experiential aspects of human perception are systematic 

and ordered, it is highly likely that they have been (or are currently) causally 

efficacious, and hence, must have been subject to selective pressures. And if 

such states have a causal origin which, in turn, has effects on organisms, the 

particulars of an epiphenomenalist account of content must be seriously wrong. 

Against the epiphenomenalistôs story, the conscious processes which have an 

organisation and structure must have been valuable at some stage of evolution 

because they did (or continue to do) some actual causal work.  

 It does seem likely that low-level contentful experiential states are systematic 

and ordered in an important sense. When one is asked to remember the face of a 

person for the purposes of a police investigation the memory search that one 

undertakes involves recalling, in a quite specific way, the circumstances of 

meeting that person and the details of their appearance. Much of this routine 

ability requires a fairly high degree of inferential capacity to be requisite, but 

equally, much of it does not. One can instantly say, for instance, (without 

                                                 
305  D. Shaw, óNatural Selection and Epiphenomenalismô, in Issues in Evolutionary 

Epistemology, pp. 576-7; K. Popper and J. Eccles, The Self and its Brain: An Argument for 

Interactionism, pp. 73-4. 
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drawing explicitly upon background knowledge) if the hair colour of the 

suspect was the same or different from the colour of the coffee cup the police 

sergeant is holding. One can say quite precisely if the nose was like the one 

pictured or not. Such recollected features seem to be quite precise and organised 

and the stimulus that triggers them quite structured and specific. The benefits of 

having such informational mechanisms is that they aid us in rapid identification 

of certain perceptual features which require immediate processing and which 

can be easily stored and retrieved for later use (one may not be able to 

remember exactly when or where one saw the person in question, though one 

can easily recall if his hair colour was or wasnôt like that). It is hard to see how 

such conscious sensory discriminations can be understood in entirely 

epiphenomenal terms. Information like this does not seem to be a by-product of 

some other selected feature - it does seem to have a distinct causal role.  

 Peculiar to this ability is that this informational content need not be explicitly 

available to the conscious inferential resources of the individual (one may fail 

to recall the nose or hair colour when merely questioned and not shown 

pictures), but it is nonetheless a feature of the agentôs conscious recollections. 

One may even be unable to say in which respects the hair colour or nose is 

similar or different to the examples shown in the identikit pictures (oneôs only 

response might be a garbled: óthatôs the one!ô). A similar ability is also required 

in recalling colours with the aid of paint samples. Having the ability to make 

such unnoticed, sensational discriminations - which can be only later brought to 

explicit consciousness - is, of course, consistent with the continuum account 

being proposed. Much of police work relies on an individualôs possessing this 

sort of an informational retrieval system as does work in interior design, 

restoration and decoration. The kind of sensory features recalled also require a 

perceptual matching of certain experienced features with others currently in 

sight often in a quite specific spatial or temporal order. Doubtlessly, other areas 

of human endeavour require the same kind of non-inferential or sub-descriptive 

inferential discrimination (recalling in an exam the order in which traffic lights 

appear, for instance). Sensational content of this structured and organised 

nature does seem to fit with Popperôs Darwinian argument, and runs against 

Jacksonôs views. The kind of features important here do not seem to be causally 

impotent by-products, but experiential features which are structured and 

essential for basic survival. They are essential in the sense that organisms which 

are equipped with such non-inferential discriminatory mechanisms can best 

retain certain features of low-level content and apply it in new circumstances 

requiring instant identification.  

 There is also a plausible reason why explicit conscious discriminatory 

abilities might have evolved in complex organisms. This is in addition to the 

benefits of low-level processing which need not be explicitly conscious. The 

reason has to do with Popperôs notion of open and closed behavioural programs 

in evolving biological systems. According to Popper, open programs evolve by 
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natural selection due to the complex and irregularly changing environmental 

situations. Closed programs, by contrast, lay down the behaviour of the animal 

in great detail thereby precluding the possibility of taking advantage of 

survival-promoting opportunities. It is clear, according to Popper, which 

system is the better one for complex, perceptual processing organisms like 

primates. His view is that, by being equipped with open perceptual programs, 

an organism can more readily adapt to rapidly changing environmental 

circumstances. Being conscious of oneôs perceptual environment, at various 

levels of explicit awareness, is an important part of this survival advantage and, 

hence, constitutes part of an open system in Popperôs sense.306  

 So there are several related reasons for thinking that low-level experiential 

content is causally useful: such features are structured and stimulus specific; 

they allow for rapid identification of certain perceptual features and they are 

also closely connected to the survivalist benefits of open behaviour programs. 

For the reasons mentioned, it seems likely that such content does have causal 

importance in an organismôs overall processing potential. In the light of this, 

epiphenomenalism does not seem adequate as a full story about the nature of 

mental content. (Perhaps it might count as a partial story, but more on this 

below.)  

 The doctrine of epiphenomenalism actually contains a crucial ambiguity 

which needs to be noted in this connection. It concerns the sense of the 

óidlenessô of phenomenal properties. Daniel Dennett has argued that 

epiphenomenalism is a confused doctrine: on the one hand, it refers to a 

nonfunctional property or by-product, which ówhile perfectly detectable, 

play[s] no enabling role, no designed role in the process of feeling and 

thinking.ô307 On the other hand, it is used by philosophers to mean ó[an] effect 

but [which] itself has no effects in the physical world whatever.ô308 Dennett 

claims that the second philosophical meaning is too strong; it yields a concept 

of no utility whatsoever: óSince x has no physical effects (according to this 

definition), no instrument can detect the presence of x directly or indirectly; the 

way the world goes is not modulated in the slightest by the presence or absence 

of x. How, then, could there ever be any empirical reason to assert the presence 

or absence of x?ô309 Dennett attributes the first doctrine to Huxley and the 

second to the writings of Broad, though he claims that only the second usage 

has gained philosophical currency. However, the two versions, he suggests, are 

as different in meaning as murder and death.310  

 While any claim about such sensational features being epiphenomenal in the 

                                                 
306 See Popper, ibid., pp. 252-3; also see Shaw, ibid., p. 580. 
307 D. C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained, p. 402. 
308 Loc. cit 
309 Loc. cit. 
310 Loc. cit. 
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strict philosophical sense is rejected (on the grounds that low-level content 

mostly seems to have a causal informational role), it is possible that certain 

features of an experience may be epiphenomenal in the weaker sense. The 

argument against epiphenomenalism given above relies on the point that 

conscious awareness is mostly structured and specific (and hence is likely to 

have causal importance in the life of the organism). It does not rule out 

fragmentary awarenesses that, while detectable, seem to be haphazard and 

arbitrary in their origin and purpose (after-images etc.) This kind of content 

needs some account too, and it does seem that this is best understood as an 

accompanying feature of some cognitive state, not one that has been 

specifically selected for. However, it seems that in view of the points given 

above, along with my overall argument in this book, we need not embrace an 

epiphenomenal account of content just to account for these cases. It seems 

plausible that this non-functional sense of epiphenomenalism can actually be 

reconciled with an account of low-level content as having causal import. It can 

be reconciled with such an account if the continuum theory is true. The way to 

approach the issue is to say that certain aspects of low-level content may be 

epiphenomenal in this sense. The suggestion I would make, consistent with my 

overall continuum approach, is that while modular processing units offer 

low-level informational content which is mostly causally useful, it may also be 

true that some experiences have epiphenomenal aspects (with non-functional 

effects) when they are not focussed on or attended to by the organism in 

question. When certain low-level content is an unnoticed seeing, such content 

may fail to have any functionally causal role. However, since such experiences 

mostly have a causal role, it means that epiphenomenalism is for us an 

inappropriate theory of mental content.  

 Calling Dennettôs two senses of óepiphenomenalô, epiphenomenalH and 

epiphenomenalB (after Huxley and Broad), I suggest the following kinds of 

instances are possible as aspects of a sensational experience (the instances 

below exhibit increasing degrees from being causally functional to being 

epiphenomenal): 

 (i) An experience of a low-level kind (say, a colour hue) has a causal 

(non-epiphenomenal) role when it is noticed or stored in the memory (and 

remembered later), and which activates some further high-level processing 

about that experience (that it is an experience of a ripe tomato or is the same 

colour as a paint sample, for example).  

 (ii) A low-level registering of a colour hue has had an epiphenomenalH 

aspect when, after the experience, the subject may notice something about the 

experience (say, that the hue in question differs slightly compared with the hue 

of a neighbouring colour), but which, at the time of the experience, does not 

cause the subject to respond in any way to this information (he does not 

immediately notice the colour of a ripe tomato, for example, but can recall 

registering a difference in colour later when asked). 
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 (iii) A low -level registering of a colour hue has had an epiphenomenalH 

aspect if, at the time of the experience it is unnoticed, but later, when asked, can 

be remembered by the subject to be ósomehow differentô in some inspecific way 

from other regions of the experience, but which, at the time of the experience, 

does not cause the subject to respond in any way to this information. An 

example might be when features of a room have changed (a skylight has been 

added) but being unable to pin-point the change.  

 (iv) A low-level registering of a colour hue is strictly epiphenomenalH if it is 

not noticed and not recalled, and cannot be retrieved as being experienced at all. 

(A lower animal or insect might have purely sensational epiphenomenal 

experiences in this sense.) 

 An experience cannot have epiphenomenalB aspects, on my account, since 

such an aspect cannot, by definition, have any physical effect on a subject at all.  

 Note that since most human experiences are cases of (i); and (ii) and (iii) are 

features which may later go on to be causally efficacious when focussed on and 

remembered, it seems appropriate to reject epiphenomenalism as a theory of 

mental content. For us, as experiencing creatures, low-level content can be 

stored, remembered and focussed on and can thereby bring about certain 

effects. This kind of approach to the problem is consistent with my overall 

view, because the account of content being supported can have several kinds of 

features simultaneously (the complexity thesis); it has not been suggested that 

there can only be one kind of content (either highly structured or not). A view of 

content which is capable of possessing non-functional aspects is quite typical of 

experience, according to the continuum account. However, this should not go to 

suggest that epiphenomenalism is an accurate account of mentality altogether. 

To suggest that experience has non-functional aspects is not to say that 

experience is non-functional simpliciter (by parity, to say that valve amplifiers 

seem to be able to function without transistors should not lead one to conclude 

that transistor amplifiers should be able to do so too).311 

 A final issue here is the evolutionary story best suited to my account of 

experience and content. The claim here has been that low-level features are 

selected for various reasons, and that while aspects of mental content might be 

epiphenomenal, the role of low-level experience is, typically, causally 

informational. However, the possibility that organisms might have evolved 

entirely with epiphenomenal experiential content in the non-functional sense 

can not be ruled out. This preserves the intuition Jackson raises above (it might 

have been the case that, like a polar bearôs heavy coat, qualitative features of 

content may have been epiphenomenal). As mentioned elsewhere, it is also 

possible that organisms might have evolved experiencing no low-level 

phenomenal properties at all.  

 However, this is the wrong way of looking at the matter. Low-level 

                                                 
311 D. Shaw, op. cit., p. 582. 
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qualitative properties do exist and do provide informational content. Evolution 

is also a óbest fitô matter; it is not a process which is necessarily well-designed 

for adaptation or originating ideal survivalist strategies.312 Whether a causally 

informational role for low-level content is the best adaptive possibility 

available for complex organisms, or whether aspects of content which are 

epiphenomenal might have played a larger role, is not at issue here. It only 

needs to be remembered that low-level content is, for us, typically, causally 

effective, and this is the way which content features in normal human 

experience. This is the perceptual world we do seem to inhabit. The fact that 

some aspects of experience seem to be epiphenomenal in the sense that they 

have non-functional characteristics need not indicate that low-level content 

itself is without causal import.  

Conclusion  

8.7 Conclusion 

The preceding four chapters were concerned with an account of mental content. 

It was first argued that experiences have content which cannot be captured in 

inferential terms. Kantôs account of the mediation of content by intellect was 

then discussed. It was shown that there is a sense in which an already organised 

or structured basis of sensation is consonant with his views. It was also argued 

that Fodorôs arguments against the poverty of the stimulus idea are essentially 

correct: that sensations are informationally poor does not mean that they do not 

supply a means to interpretation at all. All of these points support my contention 

that the structure of mental content need not be seen exclusively in inferentialist 

terms. Both historical and contemporary accounts of the nature of mentality 

seem to support a more subtle account. 

 It was suggested that any account of experience needs to be combined with a 

more realistic view of the low-level experiences of animals and other 

unsophisticated creatures. The inferentialist proposal ignores these 

considerations and arrives at absurd conclusions in this context. Contrary 

positions suggest that there are other ways of considering this matter. The 

evolutionary approach of Lorenz claims that experiential content is facilitated 

by adaptation, as much as other features of the body, and hence low-level 

content seems to have a selective purpose. The issue of epiphenomenalism was 

also discussed in this connection and low-level content was claimed to have a 

genuine causal role. It was submitted that only a continuum account of content 

can include all the above considerations.  

                                                 
312 See: S. J. Gould, The Pandaôs Thumb, passim. 
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9. Experience without 

Feyerabend 

Conceiving a science without experience is an effective way of ... moving 

on to a more comprehensive and more satisfactory kind of philosophy.313 

A science without experience? 

9.1 Introduction  

It has been argued that the inferentialist proposal is deficient in several ways 

and that an adequate understanding of such issues must see a number of levels 

of structure applied to experiential content - one accessible to inferential input; 

the other consisting of content selectively structured around the detection of 

low-level sensory features. The continuum view also allows that there can be 

various sub-levels in between these extremes. The arguments against the 

inferentialist proposal so far have been rather general in nature. This chapter 

narrows the focus to criticise a specific kind of inferentialism in the philosophy 

of science. 

9.2 Experience in the philosophy of science  

Experience, as a category, is usually considered to feature as an important 

factor in outlining an adequate philosophy of science. However, there is much 

dispute about how this should be conceived. Specifically, there is a great debate 

about the exact relation between experience (given in óobservationô), the 

theoretical superstructure which may underpin such observations, and how a 

                                                 
313 P. K. Feyerabend, óScience Without Experienceô, in Collected Works, Realism, Rationalism 

and Scientific Method, Vol. 1, p. 135. 
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language of observations is to be given ómeaningô. We can take óobservational 

termsô to be such things as colour and shape words, and ótheoretical termsô to be 

óelectronô, ómass,ô óis a quarkô etc. The question that arises here is ostensibly 

semantic: science employs both sorts of terms, but, problematically, the origins 

of their meanings seem very different. The first sort of term seems to be 

observationally based, whilst the second seems to be inferentially based. The 

broader debate about this issue, however, has come to centre on whether 

óscientific theories and other general assumptions are nothing but convenient 

means for the systematization of the data of experienceô314  or whether 

óexperience arises together with our theoretical assumptions.ô315 The first 

option, broadly speaking, is generally taken to be positivist in spirit (what we 

observe and describe with our óO-termsô is given in experience); the second, 

which has arisen in response to the first, is a fairly recent consequence of the 

move to conflate observational and theoretical terms, and to make the origin of 

their meaning come from the one and the same theoretical (and hence, 

inferential) source. The two relevant options here were outlined when 

discussing the historical origins of the inferentialist proposal in Part I of this 

book. 

 Much discussion has gone on over the issue of incommensurability which has 

been part and parcel of this debate. Such details will not be ventured into here. 

Instead, the differences between the two claims will be outlined and brought to 

bear on the issue of the content of observational experience. The central point 

for this purpose is that there are two approaches to the question of the relation of 

observation to theory. One supposedly amounting to a positivist account, 

stressing the importance of experience to the meaning of observational terms; 

the other amounting to an account which sees observational experience, as 

expressed in observational reports, as originating in theories. This chapter will 

reject the basis of the second account which seeks to make óobservational 

experienceô simply a contrivance of descriptions or theoretical structures. It 

will be argued that this view presupposes a sense of experience which it cannot 

explain in such terms and, although the resultant position is not positivist, it is 

not entirely experience-free either. Ultimately, it can be argued that this 

approach can be traced to the conflation between observational terms and 

observational experience outlined in Chapter 3. 

 In what follows, the central concern will be Paul Feyerabendôs rejection of 

the category of experience in the philosophy of science. Feyerabendôs attacks 

are launched at the doctrine of positivism which he takes all experience-based 

accounts to assume. He offers compelling arguments to reject positivism and 

outlines grounds for a óscience without experience.ô The claim here is that a 

rejection of positivism does not require a rejection of the importance of 

                                                 
314 Ibid., p. 20. óAn Attempt at a Realistic Interpretation of Experienceô. 
315 Ibid., p. 133. 
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low-level experiential content, so Feyerabendôs attacks are seriously misplaced. 

In arguing this, it shall simultaneously be argued that there is good sense in the 

claim that the meaning of observational terms is not given in experience. This 

chapter attempts this task, but not without changing the relationship between 

óexperienceô and ópositivismô slightly in the process.  

9.3 Positivism: what it is; how to be rid of it  

In óAn Attempt at a Realistic Interpretation of Experienceô,316 P. K. Feyerabend 

sets about eliminating the positivist notion that the meaning of an observational 

term can be given somehow in experience. His analysis has a number of lines of 

attack. His main claim seems to be that the interpretation of an observational 

sentence such as óI see redô is not logically determined by a given observational 

situation, even though this situation may evoke the acceptance or rejection of a 

sentence. Implicit in his approach is that while óexperienceô as a category is 

normally said to be given by such circumstances, it actually arises out of our 

theoretical assumptions which crucially underpin our observational language.  

 In this important sense, Feyerabend is a clear advocate of what has been 

termed the inferentialist proposal. He claims that a child ópossesses means of 

interpretation even before he has experienced his first sensation.ô317 Since this 

theoretical approach, in Feyerabendôs view, amounts to a rejection of the 

observational situation as a basis for experience (and offers instead its theory 

dependence), we shall have to look in detail at the supports for this claim. It 

shall be argued that this claim is wrong.  

 Philosophers have long argued that the observation-theory distinction could 

not be sustained; a factor which opened the way for a ótheory ladenô conception 

of observation language. Feyerabend is also a strong advocate of this view, and 

uses it to launch his attack upon the ópositivistô conception of experience. The 

positivist view of experience is that content is best described in terms of what is 

ógivenô in observation; it is this which is the basis for our observation language. 

(Later, it shall be questioned whether all positions which strongly emphasise 

experience as a fundamental category need, perforce, to be seen as ópositivistô.) 

First, the arguments against positivism as Feyerabend presents them. 

The arguments against positivism 

Feyerabend first takes the positivist conception to be an expression of what he 

calls a óstability thesisô: the commitment to the view that óinterpretations ... do 

not depend upon the status of theoretical knowledge.ô318 He takes both 

instrumentalism and positivism as being expressions of this thesis: 

                                                 
316 Ibid., p. 17. 
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instrumentalism, because it takes theories to be ótools for the prediction of 

events of a certain kindô and, at the same time, denies that these theories 

actually describe anything; and positivism, because it holds that experience, not 

theories, yields the structure of our interpretations given to our theoretical 

language, and in which our network of observation sentences are contained. 

The commitment to a stability thesis, particularly of a positivist kind, 

Feyerabend feels, is the ruin of any realistic characterisation of experience. 

 His argument goes as follows: a positivist conception, such as the one 

outlined, has ontological consequences, and some of these consequences may 

turn out to be false even though we canôt determine them as such. His point is 

that if we use such an experience-based language, even just in communication, 

we already cannot but commit ourselves ontologically to certain general states 

of affairs, and we cannot assess them as being anything other than true on the 

basis of the language schema and metaphysic we are presupposing. He 

explains: 

 [W]e make assertions not only by formulating ... a sentence (or a theory) 

and asserting that it is true, but also by using a language as a means of 

communication. Thus, when using natural numbers for counting objects 

... we assume ... (1) that these objects are discrete entities which can 

always be arranged in a series, and (2) that the result of our counting is 

independent of the order in which we proceed ... However plausible these 

two assumptions may be, there is no a priori reason why they should be 

true.319 

This may seem a strange turn, but Feyerabend continues: 

 [I]t follows, (1) that those ontological consequences cannot have 

emerged as a result of empirical research (for if this were the case, the 

stability thesis would have been violated at some time in the past); (2) nor 

would it ever be possible to show by empirical research that they are 

incorrect (for if this were the case the stability thesis would have been 

violated at some time in the future). Hence, ... we arrive at the result that 

every positivistic observation language is based upon a metaphysical 

ontology.320  

Feyerabendôs argument here is that the positivist commits a flagrant case of 

petitio principii. Taking on credit a positivist model, which assumes the 

language of beliefs to be óstableô constructs arising directly in response to 

experiential data, means that the observation language cannot possibly be 

determined as an adequate or justified language, without the metaphysic (the 
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óinterpretationô) which such a language describes being assumed true, and this 

is clearly a case of begging the question. The problem here is that the positivist 

assumes the stability thesis to start with, and so, cannot be in a position to 

justify their own language independent of the metaphysic of positivism. 

Pointing out that positivism begs the question naturally goes a good way to 

getting rid of it. 

 However, there are at least two recourses to justify such a positivist basis for 

meaning in language which Feyerabend notes: (i) the interpretation of the 

language can be defined and justified by its characteristics in use (the so-called 

principle of pragmatic meaning); and (ii) it can be justified by its ógivenô in 

experience (the principle of phenomenological meaning). But Feyerabend 

ultimately wants to say that neither of these options works for the positivist. We 

shall see how he rejects these proposals and how the conclusion Feyerabend 

arrives at is sound in some sense, though strikingly inconclusive in another. 

Feyerabend may be right about the positivist failings on the question of how 

observational terms get their meaning, but this does not mean that óexperience 

arises together with theoretical assumptions and not before them.ô Feyerabendôs 

analysis commits the standard inferentialist overkill regarding the dependence 

of experiential content on features of high-level inference. And so, in an 

important sense, his claims for a óscience without experienceô will not go 

through. More on this later.  

9.4 Positivist responses and Feyerabendôs reply  

Letôs take first: the principle of pragmatic meaning. Feyerabend argues that if 

one claims that the conditions under which a language is asserted (i.e., the 

practical situation of the utterance) are important, then we would need to show 

why it is that any particular conditions of assertability are both sufficient and 

necessary for the meaning of the utterance over and above other similar 

conditions. Any reliance on practical conditions would seem to be arbitrary. In 

comparing the human being with a physical instrument in terms of the ability to 

receive data, Feyerabend says:  

 [T]he fact that in certain situations it consistently reacts in a well defined 

way does not allow us to infer (logically) what those reactions mean: first, 

because the existence of a certain observational ability ... is compatible 

with the most diverse interpretations of the things observed; and 

secondly, because no set of observations is even sufficient for us to infer 

(logically) any one of the interpretations (problem of induction). ... the 

fact that in a certain situation he (consistently) produces a certain noise, 
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does not allow us to infer what this noise means.321  

These would seem to be unnecessarily sceptical arguments. The practical 

conditions of assertability seem to be relevant to utterance meaning. But the 

burden of avoiding the argument by saying how they are clearly rests upon the 

proponent of the positivist account. If one cannot give a precise account of the 

practical situation of making a certain utterance in relation to any number of 

sets of observations, then it hardly gives any strength to the assertion that the 

meaning of our expressions are ógivenô in such a way, and it is simply playing 

oneôs own hand to suggest otherwise. 

 Feyerabend is not using ópragmaticô here to designate some kind of 

Wittgensteinian position on language in terms of meaning being garnered from 

typical use situations or ólanguage gamesô. Feyerabend actually gives qualified 

support for this sort of picture of language in some of his other writings.322 

Meanings of terms are not, in Feyerabendôs view, separate from the practice of 

using them. The point of the principle of pragmatic meaning that Feyerabend 

attacks is the claim that the meaning of a particular term is only determined by 

the personôs tendency to produce it in connection with certain experiences. This 

is a much narrower notion of ópragmaticô situations than adumbrated by 

Wittgenstein, and more closely ties meaning to experience. S. G. Couvalis 

explains this difference in the following manner: 

Consider the following case: whenever a person X observes what we call 

a meteor he utters the expression A. A speaker of our language in the 

same circumstances says óa meteorô. According to the upholders of the 

principle of pragmatic meaning, A and ómeteorô (or óa meteorô) would 

mean much the same. But a Wittgensteinian would need to know much 

more about the utterance of A by X. Suppose Xôs tone is consistently 

reverential or fearful when he utters A; this might indicate that A means 

some kind of supernatural being or phenomenon rather than óa meteor.ô323 

The point is that on the one version of the pragmatics of meaning the whole 

social group and cultural context is involved (the ólanguage gameô), while on 

the other, the situational presence of certain experiences are (allegedly) 

sufficient. And, as has been outlined, Feyerabendôs response to this is that the 

principle of pragmatic meaning does not get us past first base in justifying this 

principle.  

 The other way of justifying such an interpretation of observation language is 

the principle of phenomenological meaning. This argument is more important 
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for our purposes, and Feyerabend spells out this strategy clearly: 

The principle of phenomenological meaning assumes that ... in order to 

explain to a person what óredô means one need only to create 

circumstances in which red is experienced. ... [T]he meaning of an 

observational term is determined by what is óimmediately givenô at the 

moment of the acceptance of any observational sentence containing that 

term.324 

In this approach, ópositivistô in the true sense, we are to imagine the óproperties 

of things ... and their relations being óread offô the experiences without any 

difficulty being felt.ô325 That is, the acceptance (or rejection) of the description 

of these things are uniquely determined by the observational situation. The 

view here sees some level of interpretation being given non-inferentially; 

specifically, the meaning of observational terms is determined by the 

observational situation. óDescriptions of the observational situationô seems to 

mean for Feyerabend something like: óconstitutes the justification for the 

holding of a certain statement about a state of affairsô. This will be an important 

point of difference later, because the importance of experience as a category in 

the philosophy of science, can be held without the joint claim about 

determinations of meanings or descriptions. 

 Feyerabend attacks the principle of phenomenological meaning with force. 

The whole idea, he rightly declares, amounts to a reductio ad absurdum. In 

order for an observer of a phenomenon to determine whether or not an 

experience ófitsô (adequately) an observation sentence which describes it, he 

would need to óattend toô not only the experience and the sentence but also the 

relation between them - and, in order to determine whether this was adequate, 

he would need to experience further relations between the two terms to ensure 

their adequacy. An infinite regress would be the inevitable result.  

 Feyerabend concludes that in such circumstances, óthe conditions of adequate 

report which we are considering at this moment are such that no observer will 

ever be able to say anything.ô326 This is clearly a ópatently absurdô327 position. 

And he points out that it would mean also that we would have to be parochial 

about what experiences we select as our óproperô ground for the meaning of our 

utterances, and what experiences we selectively omit from such considerations. 

Any number of óattendantô experiences can be said to be built into the relations 

of phenomenological adequacy; it is simply insupportable to suggest that one 

can rule out as insignificant some over others without grounds for doing so. 
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And it is no good simply to appeal to the óbrute factô of some experiences over 

others, for this accomplishes little. Echoing strains of Wittgenstein, Feyerabend 

says:  

It is no good repeating, óbut I experience pô, for the question discussed is 

not what is experienced, but whether what is experienced is described 

adequately. And we have shown that this question cannot be answered by 

appealing to the relation of phenomenological adequacy.328  

The issue here is how the relation of phenomenological adequacy can account 

for the descriptions of a sentence in reference to an experience. If a regress in 

the etiological circumstances of experiences and observational terms can be 

shown as a consequence of this sort of foundationalism, then a proponent of the 

principle of phenomenological meaning cannot, at least, appeal to that. But are 

there other options open? As Couvalis notes,329 a relation of phenomenological 

adequacy between sentence óSô and experience óPô may be given an account in 

terms of intentions. óSô describes óPô would then be a matter of explaining how 

a speaker (or hearer) gets the intention, when óSô is uttered in response to óPô. 

But again, either the intention must be seen to be phenomenologically adequate 

to the term (and hence, regress), or the intention must simply be possessed 

somehow by the relevant parties when óSô is uttered. But even if an intention 

could be possessed in this manner, how would it help? Surely the whole point of 

the principle of phenomenological meaning is to account for how meaning 

describes phenomenological situations (experiences)? Language users must be 

sure of this descriptive relation and the adequacy of the term used. If not, then 

there is no basis for saying that the meaning of an observational term is 

(logically) given by experiential circumstances. Couvalis concludes by 

asserting: 

 óSô describes óPô as an observational term, implies that there must be 

some experience of which this ódescribesô is a phenomenologically 

adequate description. But: ... we are not aware of any such experiences 

when we think that some term describes something. All we are aware of 

that is relevant is that term and the thing that it denotes. There is thus no 

empirical evidence of the existence of such experiences [sic.] This means 

that ódescribesô cannot be an observational term and óSô describes óPô 

cannot be an observational sentence.330  

The point here, of course, is that if it can be shown that experiences cannot give 

the meaning of observational terms, then it becomes doubtful whether 
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experiences actually contribute anything at all to a subjectôs using a sentence to 

describe some experience. Of interest are only the observational term used and 

the thing it denotes. And if this is the case, then it becomes clear that a relation 

of phenomenological adequacy does not secure the interpretation of 

observational terms and for such an account we need to look elsewhere.  

 Another related way in which Feyerabend or his defenders could have 

laboured the point here would be to point out that the principle of 

phenomenological meaning is actually circular in its implication: in order to 

give an account of some phenomenon p in our experience (say, the colour red), 

we would need to use the word óredô (and the concept óredô). But then no 

account for the experience of the colour red could be given, because we needed 

the word óredô to describe it. This brings out the point that Feyerabend wants to 

make: for with both the principle of pragmatic meaning and the principle of 

phenomenological meaning shown to be deficient, the claim is that, for an 

adequate account of the meaning of observational terms, we must turn to the 

imposition of óhigh-levelô theories and concepts. Alan Chalmers has 

highlighted this move in outlining a problem with the inductivist theory of 

knowledge: 

From all the perceptual experiences of an observer arising from the sense 

of sight, a certain set of them (those corresponding to the perceptual 

experiences arising from sightings of red objects) will have something in 

common. The observer, by inspection of the set, is somehow able to 

discern the common element in these perceptions, and come to 

understand this common element as redness. In this way, the concept 

óredô is arrived at through observation. This account contains a serious 

flaw. It assumes that from all the infinity of perceptual experiences 

undergone by an observer, the set of perceptual experiences arising from 

the viewing of red things is somehow available for inspection. But that set 

does not select itself. What is the criterion according to which some 

perceptual experiences are included in the set and others excluded? The 

criterion, of course, is that only perceptions of red objects are included in 

the set. The account presupposes the very concept, redness, the 

acquisition of which it is meant to explain. It is not an adequate defence of 

the inductivist position to point out that parents and teachers select a set 

of red objects when teaching children to understand the concept óredô, for 

we are interested in how the concept first acquired its meaning. The claim 

that the concept óredô is delivered from experience and from nothing else 

is false.331  

Both of these objections hinge upon the same point: we cannot give an account 
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