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No Experience Necessary:

Empiricism, Non-inferential Knowledge, and Secondary Qualities

Empiriciam can be aview in epistemology: without perceptua experience, we can have no
knowledge of contingent matters of fact. Empiriciam can be aview in semantics. propostiond
or more generdly conceptud content is unintelligible apart from its relation to perceptud
experience. Empiricism can be aview in the philosophy of mind: "experience must conditute a
tribunal, mediating the way our thinking is answerable to how things are, asit must be if we are
to make sense of it asthinking a al."* The most important development in empiricism in recent
decades? is McDowell's Mind and World. The view he puts forward there is empiricist in dl
these senses. Inthisessay | want to highlight certain features of his concept of experience, first
by showing how he avoids some pitfals that notorioudy ensnare traditiond attempts to work out
empiricig intuitions, and second by comparing and contrasting it with two other ways of
congtruing perceptua experience—one less committive than McDowdl's and the other more
so—that dso avoid the dlassicd difficulties. The Stripped-down view isthe one | endorse. Itis
epitomized by my title: No Experience Necessary. Indeed, though the word "experience” is

mentioned in the 750 pages of Making It Explicit, it isnever used. | want to say, with

! Mind and World [Harvard University Press, 1994] p. xii (from the Introduction, added in the paperback
edition of 1996].
2 | would say, at least since van Fraassen's sophisticated version.
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Laplace, "Je n'al pas besoin de cette hypothese la™" The explanatory work done by what
Sdlars has taught usis the theor etical concept experience can be done without postulating a
layer of potentidly evidentidly sgnificant (hence conceptudly articulated) statesin between
purdly causdly occasioned and physiologically specifiable responses to environing simuli and
full-blown perceptud judgments. Even were heto grant this claim, the redist McDowell would,
| think, insist that nevertheless, perceptua experiences that are not yet judgments are there, and
ther efore deserve theoreticd recognition. | think that such redism about perceptual
experiences commits its adherents to there being answers to the sorts of questions | will raise

under the heading of the more committive views, which McDowel| dso resds.

McDowel's empiriciam is distinguishable from dlasscd versonsin at least two fundamenta
ways. Firg, with Kant and Sdlars, McDowel understands experience as a thoroughly
conceptual achievement. Thus he inggsthat anything that does not have concepts does not
have perceptual experience either. Because he does, McDowel counts aso as endorsing the
fundamentd rationalist indght: that to be aware of something in the sense in which such
awareness can serve as evidence for beliefs amounting to knowledge isto bring it under a
concept. This principle dictates that one must already have conceptsin order to have
experience in the sense he is addressng—a sense that in view of its fedty to the rationdist

principle deserves to be seen as a successor of Leibniz' notion of apperception.
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McDowell dso inggtsthat anything that does not have perceptua experience does not have
concepts either. That is, he endorses the view | cdled semantic empiricism above. Concept
use and perceptual experience are two aspects of one achievement. Thisview was
emphaticdly not afeature of traditiond rationdism. In his synthess of these themes of classcd

rationdism and classca empiricism, asin so many other respects, McDowell is akantian.

Second, for McDowell perceptud experience is generdly (though not in every case)
immediatdy and essentidly revelatory of empiricd facts. That is, it isessentiad to McDowell's
concept of perceptud experience that the fact that things are thus and so can be the content of a
perceptua experience. When things go well, the fact itsdf isvisbleto us. It isthe content we

experience. The percaiving mind includes whét it percelves.

Because he understands perceptua experience as requiring the grasp of concepts, McDowell
avoids the Myth of the Given, which &flicts al classcd versions of episemologica empiricism.
The Myth of the Given isthe clam that there is some kind of experience the having of which
does not presuppose grasp of concepts, such that merely having the experience counts as
knowing something, or can serve as evidence for bdiefs, judgments, clams, and so on, that
such anonconceptud experience can rationally ground, and not just causally occasion, belief.
In"Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind®, Sellars shows to McDowell's satisfaction (and to

mine) that the project of making intelligible a concept of experience that isin thisway

% Originally published in 1956, this classic essay has recently been reprinted, with an Introduction by
Richard Rorty and a section by section Study Guide by Robert Brandom [Harvard University Press, 1997].
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amphibious between the nonconceptuad world and our conceptually structured thought isa
hopelessone. By contrast, McDowdll is clear in taking perceptua experiencesto have the
same sort of content that perceptud judgments have—and hence to be conceptualy

dructured.

Since McDowell aso takes concept use to be alinguistic achievement (in line with Sdlars
doctrine that to grasp a concept isto master the use of aword), he takes it that we learn to have
perceptud experiences only when we come to have alanguage. Thus perceptud experienceis
not something we share with nonlinguistic animals such as cats and chimpanzees. No doulbt
there is some sort of broadly perceptud atunement to things that we do share with our primate
and mammdian cousns. Wemight cal it ‘sentience’. But it will not quaify as experience,
according to McDowel'srationdist usage. We might cdl the capacity for experiencein this
sense ‘sapience’. As aconsequence, McDowell ingsts that we cannot understand what we
have, perceptud experiences, by condruing it as the result of starting with what we share with
our sentient but not sgpient animd relatives, and then adding something (say, the &bility to use

concepts). For what we would need to 'add' is not itsdf intelligible apart from the notion of

perceptua experience.’

Other thinkers who are careful to avoid the Myth of the Given do so by placing the interface

between nonconceptua causal stimuli and conceptud response at the point where environing

* Inthisrespect he parts company with the picture | present in Making It Explicit [Harvard University
Press, 1994], as he makes clear in his comments on the book in “ Brandom on I nference and Representation,”
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research Val. LVII, No.1, March 1997, pp. 157ff.
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gimuli cause perceptud judgments. That is, they avoid the Myth by seeing nothing
nonjudgmentd that could serve to justify perceptud judgments, rather than just to cause them
Davidson notorioudy takes this line, endorsing the dogan that nothing but a belief can justify
another belief. | would argue that Sdllars himsdlf has aview of thisshape® Anditisthelinel
takein my book.> McDowell, however, construes perceptua experiences as not involving the
sort of endorsement characteristic of judging or believing: perceptud experiences have
judgeable, believable contents, but they are not judgments or beliefs. When a perceiver does
advance from perceptud experience to judgment or belief, however, the experience can serve

to judify the resulting commitment.

| said above that the second feature that distinguishes McDowdl's view of perceptua
experience from those gppeded to by empiricists of a more traditional stripeishisview that in
favored cases, when perception is veridicd, the content of perceptua experience just is the fact
perceived. McDowell endorses the Fregean approach, which construes facts astrue
thoughts—thoughts not in the psychologica sense of thinkings, but in the semantic sense of the
contentsthat are thought, or better, thinkable. The obvious pitfal in the vicinity of such aview
isthe need to ded with the fact that we make perceptud mistakes. That is, we sometimes
cannot tell the difference between the case in which we are having a perceptua experience
whose content is afact and cases where there is no such fact to be perceived. Traditiondly, the

explanatory strategy for addressing such phenomena had the shape of atwo factor theory: one

® What he calls 'senseimpressions' are causal antecedents of perceptual judgments, but do not serve to
justify them.
® Making It Explicit. Seeespecially thefirst half of Chapter Four.
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garts with anotion of perceptua experience as what is common to the veridica and the
nonveridica cases, and then digtinguishes them by adding something externd to the experience:
the truth of the claim, that is, the actud existence of the fact in question. Epistemologicdly, this
drategy sets the theorist up for the Argument from Illusion, and hence for a skeptical conclusion.
McDowdl's objection to the two factor Strategy is not epistermologica, however, but semantic.
It isnot that it makes the notion of perceptud knowledge unintdligible (though it does that, too).
It isthat it makes unintdligible the nation of objective purport—our experiences (and

therefore, our thoughts) so much as seeming to be about the perceptible world. He thinks that
congtraint can only be met by an account that is entitled to endorse what is perhaps his favorite
quote from Wittgenstein: “When we say, and mean that such-and-such is the case, we—and
our meaning—do not stop anywhere short of the fact; but we mean: this-is-s0.”” McDowell's
perceptud redism ishisway of explaining how this can be so. Extending the doctrine of
semantic empiriciam, he thinks thet if we can't make this festure of our thought and talk

intelligible for perceptuad experience, then we can't make it intdligible for any damsor beliefs.

On hisview, the only thing averidica perceptud experience and a corresponding hallucination
have in common is that their subject can't tell them apart. Thereis no experience in common.
We jusgt are not infdlible about the contents of our experiences, and can confuse being in the
date of having one for being in the state of having another—for instance by responding to each
by endorsing the same perceptua judgment. Once again, he inggts, we cannot understand

veridica experience by congtruing it as the result of garting with a notion of what is common to

" Philosophical Investigations §95.
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the state that prompts a veridica perceptua judgment and the Sate that prompts a
corresponding mistaken perceptua judgment, and then adding something (say, the truth of the

dam in question).®

The various features of McDowdl's view that | have focused on are reated. The revelation of
perceptible fact in perceptud experienceis immediate’ in the sense that the conceptud abilities
required (by the first condition above) are exercised passively in perception. They arethe very
same conceptud abilities exercised actively in, say, making ajudgment as the result of an
inference, but differ in that the gpplication of conceptsin perceptud experience iswrung from us
involuntarily by the perceptible fact. The way in which concepts are brought passively into play
fals short of judgment or belief, however. The content is presented to the potential knower asa
candidatefor endorsement. But an act of judgment is required to endorseit. So what iswrung

from us by the factsis not judgments, but only petitions for judgments.

McDowell thinks it isimportant to mantain this distinction in order to make intdligible the sense
inwhich we arerationaly responsible for our perceptud judgments. | agreethat it is essentid
to make sense of that responghbility. But | do not see that doing that requires postuleting in the
standard case an advance from merely entertained judgesbl e- but- not- yet-endorsed content to
endorsement or judgment. The fact that the passively arrived a judgments, once they are on

board, are open to criticism in the light of collaterd commitments—which iswhat baing "on

8 On this point, see his“Knowledge and the Internal”, and my companion piece “Knowledge and the Social
Articulation of the Space of Reasons,” both in Philosophy and Phenomenol ogical Research 55 (4),
December ' 95.
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board" in the rlevant sense means—seems to me entirely sufficient as an account of what our
rationd responghbility consstsin. Indeed, liability to this sort of criticism isthe primary sense
McDowdl himsdf associates with the kantian concept of spontaneity in Mind and World. |
worry thet in this regard he has fdlen in unnecessarily and incorrectly with the pre-Kantian
tradition that saw a prior, independently intelligible act of will asrequired prior to assessments of
respong bility—a picture of acloud of merely entertained judgesable contents awaiting the

exercise of an act of will by which we plump for some of them.®

| want to Stuate McDowdl's notion of perceptua experience by placing it with respect to two
other notions, one broader than his and one narrower. The broader notion is non-inferential
knowledge acquired in response to environing stimuli. The narrower notion is that of

immediate awareness of secondary qualities.

| said above that thinkers such as Davidson, who reject the Myth of the Given, have typicaly
rejected dso the idea of any conceptudly structured intermediary between causd stimuli and
full-blown observationd judgments. McDowel| thinks that we need to postul ate perceptua
experiences, which are such intermediaries—though we must be clear thet they are

intermediaries only in the straightforward causd sense of being brought about by environing

® Of course, as pointed out at the outset, McDowel | breaks with this picturein rejecting the idea that we
could learn merely to entertain conceptual contents first, without at the same time having endorsed many of
them. But as| seeit, this avoids only one of the objectionable features of this cartesian picture.
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gtimuli and bringing about observationa judgments, not in the sense of the sort of

episemological intermediaries that give rise to the picture of a*“vell of ideas’. Hisview is
clearly coherent, and is not subject to the objections Davidson forwards againgt epistemological
intermediaries as classicdly conceived. But we might still ask what explanatory ground is gained
by countenancing perceptua experiences, Snce we can avoid the Myth of the Given without
them. One part of McDowdl’s answer isthat his notion of experience lets us distinguish cases
of genuine perception from other cases of respongvely acquired noninferentia knowledge. |
want to sketch an account of this broader class, and then say why McDowdl thinks we must

aso diginguish a privileged species within this genus

Quine suggests™ that wheat distinguishes specificaly observational knowledge is that
observation reports are reliably keyed to environing simuli in away that iswiddy shared within
some community—so that members of that community almost dways agree about what to say
when concurrently stimulated in the same way. This suggests that we think of there being two
elements one needs to master in order to be able to make a certain kind of observation report,
two distinguishable sorts of practical know-how involved. Firgt, one must have acquired a
reliable differential responsive disposition: adigpostion reliably to respond differentidly to
some kind of stimulus. Which stimuli we can come differentialy to regpond to depends on how
we are wired up and trained. Humans lack the appropriate physiology to respond differentially

to different radio frequencies, for instance, without technological ads. Blind mammals cannot

1 |n“Epistemology Naturalized”, in Ontological relativity, and other essays, [New Y ork: Columbia
University Press, 1969]
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respond differentidly to colors. These capacities are something we can share with
nonconceptual creatures such as pigeons—or as far as that goes, with photocells and
thermostats. Second, one must have the capacity to produce conceptually articulated
responses: to respond to red things not just by pecking at one button or closing one circuit
rather than another, but by claiming that there is something red present. | think we should
understand this latter capacity as the ability to take up a certain kind of stance in the space of
reasons. to make amove in what Sdlars cdls “the game of giving and asking for reasons’ of a
sort that can both serve as and stand in need of reasons. A parrot could be taught to respond
to red things by uttering the noise “That'sred,” but it would not be saying or claiming that
anything was red. | think we can understand what it is lacking as the ability to tell what it would
be committing itsdlf to by such acdam, and what would entitle it to that commitment—that is,
what follows from the claim that something isred (for instance, that it is colored and spatidly
extended) and what would be evidence for it (for instance that it is scarlet) or againgt it (for
ingtance, that it is green). But nothing in what follows depends on this particular way of
understanding the dimension of endorsement that distinguishes observationa reports from mere

differentia responses.

If it turns out that | can rdigbly differentidly respond to a certain sort of state of affairs by
noninferentidly reporting the presence of agtate of affairs of that sort, and if | know that | am
reliable in thisway, then | think that true reports of this kind deserve to be cdled observationdly
acquired knowledge. Thisisin somewaysafarly radica view—though, | think, adefensble

one. For one consequence of thinking of observation thisway is that thereis no particular line
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to be drawn between what isin principle observable and what isnot. The only congraints are
what areporter can be trained under some circumstances reliably to differentiate, and what
concepts she can then key the application of to those responsive dispositions. Thus a properly
trained physcigt, who can respond systematicaly differently to differently shaped tracksin a
cloud chamber will, if she responds by noninferentialy reporting the presence of mu mesons,
count as genuingly observing those subatomic particles. She may start out by reporting the
presence of hooked vapor trails and inferring the presence of mu mesons, but if she then learns
to iminate the intermediate response and respond directly to the trails by reporting mesons, she
will be observing them. “ Standard conditions’ for observing mu mesons will include the
presence of the cloud chamber, just as standard conditions for observing the colors of things
includes the presence of adequate light of theright kind. And the community for whom ‘mu
meson’ is an obsarvation predicate will be much smaller and more highly specidized than the

community for whom ‘red’ isone. But these are differences of degree, rather than kind.

Again, it may bethat if challenged about a noninferentia report of a mu meson, our physicist
would retreat to an inferentid justification, invoking the shape of the vapor trall that prompted
her report. But we need not understand that retreat as sgnifying that the origina report was,
after dl, the product of an inference. Reather, the claim of the presence of amu meson, which
was noninferentidly dicited as adirect response to a causd chain that included (in the favored
cases) both mu mesons and vapor trails (but which was a report of mu mesons and not vapor
tralls—or retind irradiations—because of the inferentia role of the concept thet was gpplied in

it) can bejudtified inferentidly after the fact by appeding to asafer noninferentid report,
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regarding the shape of the vishble vapor trail. Thisreport is safer in the dud sense that firgt, the
physicist ismore rdigble reporting the shapes of vapor trails than she is the presence of mu
mesons (Since the latter are more distd in the causd chain of rdiably covarying events that
culminate in the report, so there is more room for things to go wrong) and second, the capacity
reliably to report the presence of vapor trails of various shapes is much more widdly shared
among various reporters than is the capacity rdiably to report the presence of mu mesons (even
in the presence of acloud chamber). The practice of justifying a chalenged report by retreating
to asafer one, from which the origind clam can then be derived inferentidly, should not
(certainly need not) be taken to indicate that the original report was itsdf covertly the product of

aprocess of inference.

As | would use the terms, following out the rationdist principle that | take McDowell dso to
endorse, to be aware of something (in the sense relevant to assessments of sapience) isjust to
apply a concept to it—that is, to make a judgment or undertake a doxastic commitment
regarding it. Awareness deservesto be cdled ‘immediate’ just in caseit is not the product of a
process of inference. Thus, bdiefs acquired noninferentidly, by the exercise of riable
dispostions to respond differentialy to stimuli of a certain sort by making corresponding reports
(‘corresponding’ in the sense that what is reported is some element of the causa chain of
reliably covarying events that culminatesin the report in question) embody immediate
awareness of theitemsreported. The firgt contrasting view (null hypothess) with respect to
which | want to place McDowell’ s view is then that thisisthe only sense of ‘immediate

awareness we need in order to understand our perceptua knowledge of the world around us.
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If we press this picture of observation as congsting just in the exercise of religble differentid
responsive dispositions to apply concepts™, even more ouitré examples present themselves.
Suppose that at least some people can be conditioned to discriminate mae from female newly
hatched chicks, just by being corrected until they becomereliable. They have no ideawhat
features of the chicksthey are presented with they are responding differentidly to, but they not
only become relidble, they dso come to know that they are rdiable. \When one of them
noninferentially responds to a chick by dassfying it as mde, if heis correct, | think he has
observationa knowledge of that fact. (And | think McDowell is prepared to agree) Thiscan
be so eveniif it islater discovered (I'm told that thisis true) that the chicken sexersare wrong in
thinking that they are discriminating the chicks visually—that in fact, athough they are not
aware of it, the discrimination is being done on an olfactory basis. According to thisway of
thinking about observation, what senseisin play can only be discriminated by discovering what
sorts of aterations of conditions degrade or improve the performance of the reliable reporters.
If dtering light levels does not change ther reigbility, but blocking their noses does, then they

areworking on the basis of scent, not of sight.™

McDowdl thinks that athough there can be cases of what isin abroad sense observational
knowledge like this [if even that seemstoo generous, mark this very specid sense by cdling it

"Bobsarvation"], they must be sharply distinguished from cases of genuine per ceptual

| develop and defend such an account in Chapter Four of Making It Explicit.
2| owethisway of thinking about the difference between sensory modalitiesin terms of conditions of
reliability to Lionel Shapiro.
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knowledge, for instance being able to see shapes or colors. That is, he rgects the suggestion
that the latter be assmilated to the former. When we see colors and shapes, we have
perceptual experiences corresponding to the judgments we go on to make or the beiefs we go
on to form. The chicken sexersin my example do not have perceptuad experiences of chicks as
mae or femde. They just respond blindly, though they have learned to trust those blind

responses. Thereisfor them no appearance of the chicks as male or femde.

Put another way, McDowell is committed to there being two kinds of beliefs acquired
noninferentialy by the exercise of reliable digpostions to respond differentidly to stimuli by
reporting elements of the causad chain that culminatesin the report. In genuine perception, the
belief isthe result of endorsing the content of aperceptua experience. In the other sort (what
might be cdled ‘mere observation’) the belief is acquired blindly, that isin the absence of a
perceptud experience with the same content. Under the right circumstances, one just finds
onedf with the belief in question. But this sort of belief formation is not a case of facts
becoming visble (or more generdly, perceptible) to us. Although these bdiefs are
noninferentidly eicited from the believer by environmenta stimuli, the warrant for those beliefsis
in an important senseinferentid. The believer’ sjudtification for beliefs of this sort depends on
drawing conclusions from an antecedent clam of reiability. In thisrespect, the believer hersdf

isin no different position than a third-person observer would be.

Thereis cartainly an intuitive gpped to thisdigtinction. But | worry whether its apped ismerely

intuitive, or whether there isimportant explanatory work for the distinction to do. After al, we
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have lots of resdudly cartesan intuitions. Thisworry isapragmétic one, in the pirit of QUINg's
query in “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” concerning what fegtures of our linguidtic practice—the
way we ectudly use language—reflect or are explained by the distinction of damsinto anaytic
and synthetic. Intuitionsthat are quite possibly (I'm inclined to say necessarily) infected by
prior theoreticad commitments are not to the point here. Once properly trained, we just find
oursalves responding to visble red things by caling themred. And in thisusage, ‘visble' need
mean no more than ‘in stlandard conditions for visud observation'’, that is, in good light, on an

unoccluded sight line to the observer, and so on.

Once we have relinquished the Myth of the Given, we must be careful not to assmilaethe
making of such noninferentid judgments to the identification of something by criteria. | may
apply the concept ‘white 0ak’ to atree because | have noticed the characteristic bilateraly
symmetrica, roundly-lobed leaves. 1t makes senseto ask how | knew that it was a white oak,
and an answer can be given. But in the case of red things, thereis no set of feastures| am
noticing, from which | conclude that they arered. | can just tell red things by looking at them. If
there weren't some features like this, there couldn’t be any empirica knowledge of the sort
exemplified by my white oak judgment either. | can say that the patch looks red, in a sense of
‘looks that is no more committive than that involved in saying | can tell red things by looking at

them. That isthe only sensein which the world need appear to me as anything.

In“Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind”, Sdlars offers arecipe for introducing ‘looks or

‘gppears talk, wherever thereis anoninferential reporting practice.  Whenever areporter
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suspects her own rdigbility under certain conditions of observation, she can express her usualy
reliable dispogition to report something as being ¢, but withhold her endor sement of that claim,
by saying only thet it looks (or appears) ¢. The chicken sexers are certainly able to introduce
‘looks and ‘appears tak inthisway. But McDowel’s clam isthen that there is an important
difference between such uses of these locutions and their use to report perceptua experiences.
He thinks that the capacity to have perceptud experiencesis different from, and more
fundamentd than, the capacity to make noninferentia observations of mu mesonsin cloud
chambers and of the sexes of chickens. Unless we could have perceptual experiences, we
could not make any observations a al—even though not al observations of aate of affars
involve perceptua experiences of those states of affairs. That is, the capacity to become
noninferentidly informed about the world by learning blindly to respond differentidly to it
depends upon amore basic capacity for dates of affairs to become immediately apparent in
perception. Thusit isimportant to McDowell to distinguish anotion of conceptudly structured
perception that is narrower than the merdly responsive notion of conceptually structured

obsarvation | have sketched.

| asked above, in apragmeatic spirit, about what explanatory work such adistinction does for
us. McDowdl has aresponse, of course. It isthat without the notion of conceptually
articulated perceptua experience that distinguishes genuine perception from merely responsvely
acquired noninferentia belief, we cannot understand the empirica content of any of our clams.
For without that notion, we are doomed to embrace one horn of the dilemma from which Mind

and World sats out to free us. In McDowell’ s view, the picture of observation | have been
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suggesting may be al we need subgtitutes mere causal condraint by the world for the genuinely
rational congtraint that isrequired for us to make intdligible to ourselves the idea of our beliefs
as about the world without us. For that notion of aboutness requires that our beliefs answer
rationally for their correctness to the facts they purport to present, not merely that they are
causaly occasoned by them. Thisway of working out semantic empiricism presents deep and
important issues, which | cannot pursue here. (I have addressed some of them in a preiminary

fashion dsawhere™)

Rather than pressthat set of global philosophica issues, | focus here on the ditinction
McDowdll is obliged to draw between genuine perception and what | have been cdling ‘mere
observation’ ["Bobservation”] to raise amuch more locd and limited issue. What sort of afact
isit that in some cases where we noninferentialy acquire atrue belief by exercisng ardiable
disposition noninferentidly to respond to the fact in question by acquiring the belief thereisa
perceptud experience present, while in others thereis not? How would we go about settling the
question of whether the physicist has genuine perceptua experiences of mu mesons? Isthere
any way in principle to tell other than asking her? And if we do ask her, isthere any chance that
sheiswrong, because she has been taught a bad theory? Could | think | was having perceptud
experiences of mu mesons or the maeness of chickenswhen | was not, or vice versa? Do we

know just by having a perceptua experience what sensory modality it corresponds to (so that

the—supposed—fact that the chicken sexers get thiswrong is decisve evidence that they do

3 “perception and Rational Constraint” in Philosophical 1ssues 7 1996: Per ception (Sociedad Filosofica
Ibero Americana—edited by Enrique Villaneuva) pp. 241-260. Abbreviated version published in Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research, LVIII No. 2 (June 1998), pp. 369-374.
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not have genuine perceptud experiences)? The answers to questions such as these determine
just how classicdly cartesan McDowdl’ s notion of perceptud experience is—and so, from my
point of view, just how suspicious we should be of it. | do not assert that his answersto these
questions will be Cartesan ones. | don't know how to answer them, and do not find much help

in Mind and World.

Putting thingsin terms of how the world appears to us raises a danger of getting McDowell
wrong in the other direction, however. For anatural response to the sort of ditinction of cases
onwhich | am daming McDowell ingss—at least for philosophers familiar with the empiricist
tradition McDowell is extending—isto think that what sets off mere observation of the sort
epitomized by the mu meson and chicken sexing cases from genuine perception is thet the
physicist and the chicken sexer are not reporting their awareness of any secondary qualities.
Being amu meson or amde chick are primary qualities, and so not directly or immediately
experiencegble in the sense in which secondary qudities such asred are. For traditiond
empiricism took it that our awareness of the perceptible world is, asit were, painted in
secondary qudities. qudities that nothing outside the mind can literdly have, purdy experientid

properties more or less rdiably induced in minds as the effects of externa bodies™ These

 Berkeley isthe paradigmatic defender of such aview, but as an implicit theme, this way of thinking about
secondary qualities was pervasivein pre-Kantian empiricism.
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secondary qudlities corrdlate with, and so represent features of perceptible objects. But since
they are merdy the effects those features have on suitably prepared and Stuated minds, they do
not present properties literaly exhibited by the objects themsalves. Phenomena of this sort, the
secondary qudities of things, are dl that is directly or immediately perceivable. Coming to
know about anything ese is the result of making inferences from the occurrence of the

experiences of secondary quditiesthey occasion in us.

Following Gareth Evans, McDowe | has endorsed a pragmatic account of the distinction
between secondary and primary qudities. (By cdling it ‘pragmatic’ | mean to indicate that it
definesthe digtinction in terms of differencesin the use of expressions for—predicates used to
attribute the occurrence of—secondary and primary qudities.)) According to thisway of
understanding things, to take ¢ to express a secondary quality concept is to take it that one
cannot count as having mastered the use of ¢’ talk™ unless one has also mastered the use of
‘looks-¢’ talk. This criterion distinguishes predicates such as ‘red’, which express secondary
qudlities, from those such as ‘square’, which express primary qualities. For one does not count
as fully understanding the concept red unless one knows what it is for thingsto look red. While
ablind geometer can count as fully understanding the concept square even if she cannot
discriminate one by looking &t it. According to the minimally committive account of observation
sketched above, one can learn *looks-¢’ talk just in case one has mastered the noninferentia
circumstances of appropriate application of the concept ¢—that is, just in case one has both

madtered the inferentia role of the concept, and has been trained into the rdigble differentia
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responsive dispositions that key its noninferentid application to the gpparent presence of the

reported state of affairs.™®

Since McDowell’s ‘minimal empiricism’ '’ seeks to rehabilitate what was right in the appeals to
experience that motivated classicd empiriciam, it istempting to understand his digtinction
between genuine perceptua experience and mere noninferentia observation of environing
circumstances in terms of the role of secondary qualitiesin the former. Perceptua experience,
the thought would run, is dways experience immediately of secondary qudities. That iswhat is
missing in the mu meson and chicken sexing case. (Not that there are not secondary qudities
involved in those cases, but rather that what is reported in those cases is not the occurrence of
secondary qualities)) But thiswould be to misundersiand McDowdl’ s position. For he thinks
we can have perceptud experience of some primary qudities, not just secondary ones. Thus
shapes, for ingtance, can be vighble and tangible—genuindy the subjects of perceptua
experience. Where there are perceptua experiences, there are appearances, which can be
reported by the use of ‘looks talk. And since McDowell admits that a certain attenuated form
of ‘looks tak agpplies even to mere observation, without corresponding perceptual
experiences, it should be marked that in these casesit will be ‘looks' tak in the stronger sense.

But the existence of perceptual experiences that are being reported by such ‘looks tak does

> Sellars glosses grasping a concept as mastering the use of aword.

1 McDowell will insist that aricher notion of mastering ‘looks’ (or, more generally, ‘ appears ) talk—one that
involves the reporting of perceptual experiences, not just the conceptually structured exercise of reliable
differential responsive dispositions—should be brought to bear in defining secondary qualities. But this
qualification does not make a difference for the use | am making here of the Evans-McDowell
characterization of secondary qualities.

" His characterization, in the new Introduction to the paperback edition of Mind and World.
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not require that the mastery of such talk is an essentia feature of mastery of the concepts being
goplied. Tak of perceptud experiencesis not away of talking about secondary qudities. All
immediate awareness of secondary quditiesinvolves perceptud experiences, but not necessarily

vice versa.

Hereit isimportant to keep in mind a diginction between two different waysin which one might
understand the Evans-McDowel| characterization of secondary quditiesin terms of ‘looks -talk.
| clamed above that Sdllars gives us arecipe for introducing a use of ‘looks-¢’ (or, more
generdly, ‘appears-¢’) corresponding to any predicate ¢ that has a noninferentia reporting use.
According to this understanding, there is no problem with the physicist talking about things
looking like mu mesons, or the chicken-sexer talking about things looking like (or gppearing to
be) mae chicks. If the Evans-McDowdl criterion for being a secondary quality concept is
combined with this understanding of the use of ‘looks (or ‘gppears ), then what resultsis the
notion of concepts that are essentially observable—in the sense that in order fully to master the
concept, one must have mastered its noninferentia circumstances of application. Red is pretty
clearly like this, and mu meson is pretty clearly not like this. But just as we can introduce ause
for ‘looks to be amu meson’, we could aso introduce another concept, which isjust like mu
meson except that mastery of the noninferentia use of the expression, and of the corresponding
‘looks’ locution, is required for certification as having mastered that concept. And similarly for
any merely observationa property. Thisfact may suggest that the notion of essentially
observable [Bobservable] concept should not be identified with the classicd notion of

secondary quality concept.
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In fact, thisisMcDowel’s view. For this reason, he does not understand the apped to ‘looks
in the definition of secondary quditiesin the minima Sdlarsan sense identified above. For in
this sense, there could be experience of secondary qualities where there are no corresponding
perceptud experiencesin hissense. And heis committed to perceptua experiences being
necessary, though not sufficient, for avareness of secondary qualities. McDowd | understands
the responsive use of ‘looks-¢’ locutions as genuine reports—not, as on the minima Sdlargan
line rehearsed above, merdly expressions of dispositions to make endorsements oneisnot in
fact making. What ‘looks claims report (at least in the central cases) isjust perceptua

experiences.

| have situated McDowell’ s notion of perceptua experience between abroader notion and a
narrower one—between the concept of knowledge noninferentially acquired by applying
concepts as the result of reliable differentid respongive dispositions, and the concept of
immediate avareness of secondary qualities. As| pointed out above, McDowel deniesthat the
broader concept of merely noninferentia knowledge is independent of that of perceptua
experience: if we could not have perceptud experiences, then we could not know things
noninferentialy at dl. (Indeed, he thinks we could not know anything at dl.) 1 would liketo
end this discussion with a question, his answer to which | have not been able to determine from
McDowel’swritings. Could there be perceptua experience, for McDowell, if there were no
secondary qualities? That is, could anyone have perceptud experiences of primary quditiesif

she could not aso have perceptua experiences of secondary qualities? If not, why not? If so,
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what would it be like? And once again, what sort of questions are these? How ought oneto go
about addressing them? Isit amatter for introgpection, or for empirical investigation? If purely
philosophica argumentation is needed, what are the criteria of adequacy according to which we

should assess the answers?

In closing, | would like to add a further query. If welook at the end of Mind and World, we
see that we can have non-inferential knowledge of nor mative facts: of meanings, for instance,
and of how it is appropriate to act. Coming to be able to make such nortinferentid judgments
is part of being brought up properly, part of acquiring our second nature. Along something like
the same lines, in his earlier writings, McDowell has urged (in opposition to Davidson's
interpretationd view) that fully competent speakers of alanguage do not infer the meanings of
others' utterances from the noises they make, rather they directly or immediately hear those
meanings. Coming to speak the language is coming to be able to per ceive the meanings of the
remarks of other speskers of it. The connection | have in mind between these clamsis that
clams about what sSomeone means are normative clams. They have conseguences concerning
what she has committed hersdf to, what sheisresponsible for, what it would take for her
clam to be correct, and so on. So McDowdl’s view isthat normative facts can in some cases

be noninferentidly knowable.
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It has ways seemed to me to be one of the great advantages of the account of observationa
knowledge in terms of reliable differentid responsive dispositions to gpply concepts
noninferentidly that it makes perfect sense of these clams. If | have mastered the use of some
normative vocabuary (whether pertaining to meanings, or to how it is proper to behave
nonlinguidticdly), and if | can be trained reliably to gpply it noninferentidly, as a differentid
response to the occurrence of normatively specified Sates of affars, then | can have
observational knowledge of those normative states of affairs: | can see (or at least per ceive'®)
what it is gppropriate to do or say. Normative concepts are no worse off than concepts like mu
mesonin terms of their capacity to acquire observationa uses. And, like those concepts, they
will aso admit the introduction of ‘looks and ‘seems  congtructions, at least in the minimal
sense. So we can talk about an act that “looks cruel”, or an utterance that “ sounds
subjunctive’. And we could aso introduce (if we can't find terms dready available that bear

such interpretations) secondary quality concepts corresponding to cruelty and expressing

negation

So hereismy find question for McDowell: isthis mere nonrinferential knowledge? Or arethe
normetive statuses aso perceptudly experienceable, for McDowell? | don't think he commits
himsdlf on this, any more than he does on the question of whether secondary qualities are

necessary for experience. Indeed, one could ask further: are there (can there be) secondary

'8 Perhaps not ‘see’ or ‘hear’, since these terms are committive as regards sense modality—commitments to
be cashed out, as | indicated above, in terms of the nature of the conditions that degrade or improve
reliability. Noticethat inthissenseitisappropriate to talk about hearing the meaning of someone’s oral
utterance, and seeing the meaning of her written remark.
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qudities corresponding to essentidly normeative states of affairs that are noninferentialy

knowable?

| think that these are important questionsin their own right. 1t ssemsto me avirtue of
McDowdl’ s writings about sense experience that it brings such questionsinto view. | andso
inclined to think that | do not fully understand McDowell’ s concept of perceptud experience
until 1 know how it bears on this sort of question. McDowell does not address himsdlf to these
questions, and | do not know what he would say about them if he did. | do suspect™® thet his
response will bein the form of deflection: Interesting questions though these might be, the
project of Mind and World does not require that they be addressed. For the project of that
work is heavily diagnostic and lightly thergpeutic, but not at al theoretical. Itstask isnot, asits
author understands it, to present atheory of content, or of perceptua experience. Itisrather to
make evident to its readers the common presuppositions powering an oscillation between two
equaly unsatisfactory ways of talking about the role of experiencein empiricd thought. It ams
further a giving us some indruction in how we might talk once we have freed oursdves from
attachment to those fatal philosophica assumptions that structure so much of the tradition by
which we have been shaped. Doing that does not, the claim would be, require taking a stand on
every potentidly controversd issue that could arise in the vicinity once we have thrown off the

fetters in which commitment to defective (though after Mind and World intdligibly and

9" Based on our conversations on the matter in connection with our joint seminar on Perception (University
of Pittsburgh, Spring 1998).
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forgiveably tempting) ways of thinking about nature and the relation between causd and rationa

condtraint have bound us.

The response | am putting in McDowell’s mouth has considerable force. But intheend, | do
not find it satisfactory. It seemsto me that the therapeutic dimension of the enterprise of Mind
and World involves acommitment to there being a least some satisfactory way of extending the
things he has said about observation, perception, and sensory experience S0 as to answer the
sort of questions our following out of hisremarks hasraised. For instance, he is committed to
there being a distinction between two sorts of noninferentialy acquired knowledge of states of
afars in onekind thereis an experience of that sate of affars, and in the other not. But, we
should ask, does this digtinction manifest itsdlf in any way or explain anything outsde the
confines of the theory? (Compare Quine's corresponding question about the andytic/synthetic
diginction.) Or isit red only in the way the question of whether socinianiam is a heresy once
had to be taken serioudy, because until it was settled we wouldn’t know who the true Pope is?

| think the issue of whether the ways McDowell has recommended we talk about perceptua
experience can be extended so asto afford sensible answers to the sorts of questions | have
argued his discussion implicitly raises delineates afair dimensgon aong which the adequacy of his

story should be appraised.

McDowdl’ s bold and ingenious rehabilitation of the empiricists concept of experience requires
us to make conceptud ditinctions far subtler than any the tradition worried about. He dso

gives us the conceptua raw materials to make those distinctions clear. Thisisal pure advance.
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| have sought here to rehearse some of these digtinctions, and to use them to invite McDowdll to

commit himsdlf in the terms he has provided on issues that he has not yet formally addressed.

Bob Brandom

Universty of Attsburgh
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