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Abstract  Whether empirical givenness has the reliability that foundationalists 
expect is a point about which some philosophers are highly skeptical. Sellars took 
the doctrine of givenness as a “myth,” denying the existence of immediate 
perceptual experience. The arguments in contemporary Western epistemology are 
concentrated on whether sensory experience has conceptual contents, and whether 
there is any logical relationship between perceptions and beliefs. In fact, once the 
elements of words and conceptions in empirical perception are affirmed, the logical 
relationship between perceptual experience and empirical belief is also affirmed. 
This relationship takes place through perceptual experience acting as evidence for 
beliefs. The real problem lies in how one should distinguish between the different 
relationships with perception of singular beliefs and of universal beliefs, and in 
how singular beliefs can provide justification for universal beliefs. 
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摘要  经验“所与”是否具有基础主义者所期待的可靠性，受到一些哲学家的强烈
质疑。塞拉斯将所与论斥为一种“神话”，否定存在所谓直接的、独立的知觉经验。
当前西方知识论这方面的论争，集中在感性经验的状态是否具有概念的内容，以及
感觉与信念之间是否具有逻辑的关系这两个问题上。实际上，一旦肯定了知觉经验
中的语词与概念因素，也就肯定了知觉经验与经验信念之间的逻辑联系。这种联系
是通过知觉经验作为证据而发生的。真正的问题在于应该区分开个别性信念与普遍
性信念同知觉联系的不同情况，以及个别性的信念如何为普遍性的信念提供确证。 
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The issue of what kind of role empirical foundations play in knowledge is a basic 
one in epistemology, and has become a long standing dispute in the field. It can 
be said that almost all schools of thought in epistemology have engaged in a 
contest over the issue, from the opposition between early empiricism and 
rationalism to that between verificationism and falsificationism and between 
foundationalism and coherentism. Russell, who held the realist view, 
Wittgenstein, who founded the philosophy of language-games, and Rorty, who 
proclaimed post-philosophical culture, all made their own arguments on this 
issue. Particularly when foundationalists put the question in terms of “the theory 
of the given,” the issue became more prominent and the significance of doing 
research on it became evident. 

In order to approach the issue more effectively, it is necessary to start with 
foundationalism and its theory of the given. This is because foundationalism’s 
use of the concept of “foundational belief” emphasizes the problem of the role of 
empirical foundations and, even more so, because the theory of the given 
constitutes the basis of foundationalism. While giving a new interpretation for 
the justifying role of the empirical basis to knowledge, foundationalism and its 
theory of the given also create some new and complicating problems.  

1 The theory of the given and empirical foundation 

The theory of the given is a representative theory about the relation of an 
empirical basis to the belief and knowledge. Empiricism, particularly its 
centralized foundational form in epistemology, expounds through the theory of 
the given the fundamental role that sensory experience plays in knowledge, and 
therefore affirms that perception can provide a valid justification to basic beliefs. 
Laurence BonJour, one of the influential figures in contemporary epistemology, 
regards “the given” as the foundationalist “standard solution” to the problem of 
fundamental belief. He claims that the doctrine of cognitive givenness “has 
played a central role” in epistemological thought since Descartes, and that for 
most of this period was “the only foundationalist account” of the justification of 
basic belief (BonJour 1985, p. 59). Because the doctrine of cognitive givenness is 
so important for foundationalists, it is no wonder this doctrine “is undergoing 
something of a revival these days” (Pryor 2005, p. 198). 

Some say that the first person who put forward the theory of the given was 
Schlick. According to him, any real science is a system which is composed of 
definitions and cognitive judgments. In this system those statements which set 
the system as based upon real facts can be called “basic judgments.” These sorts 
of basic judgments involve both definitions in a narrow sense and historical 
judgments. In Schlick’s opinion, the entire scientific system, based on such 
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judgments, obtains its individual parts through the method of logical deduction 
and is then built up step by step, in a shape like that of the Eiffel Tower. Although 
Schlick did not use the word “foundationalism,” the ideas he emphasized are 
indeed typically foundationalist. First, “basic judgments” play the foundational 
role in building a science, and although their number is small, and should be as 
few as possible, they nonetheless support all non-basic judgments. Second, the 
basic judgments correspond to “real facts,” and thus the character of science is 
empirical and finally testable by empirical facts.  

C. I. Lewis, who was regarded as “the most eminent classical foundationalist 
of this century” (i.e. the 20th century) (Dancy 1985, p. 54), used the phrase “the 
given” for the first time in his book Mind and the World Order, published in 
1929. He takes the givenness to be a kind of “factual element” (Lewis 1929, 
p. 57) that is neither an object in itself nor a subjective sensation, but rather some 
kind of immediate, uninterpreted fact of which even infants and primitive men 
can be aware. Such facts are discovered by people, “directly found,” in 
appearances through consciousness. They are composed of the direct elements of 
experience, such as colour and rigidity. They have directness and steadiness, and 
will never be created or changed by any thinking activity. Moreover, because 
they can arise repeatedly in different experiences, they are like universals, 
consisting of sensible properties or substantial representations. As the “given” 
possesses such characteristics, Lewis therefore asserted that they constitute the 
certain foundation of knowledge. He wrote: “Empirical truth cannot be known 
except, finally, through presentations of sense. …Our empirical knowledge rises 
as a structure of enormous complexity, most parts of which rest, at bottom, on 
direct findings of sense. Unless there should be some statements, or rather 
something apprehensible and stable, whose truth is determined by given 
experience and is not determinable in any other way, there would be no 
non-analytic affirmation whose truth could be determined at all, and no such 
thing as empirical knowledge” (Lewis 1946, pp. 171–172).  

Lewis’s concept of givenness represents the typical foundationalist idea of 
basic belief: that is, to assure its certainty and reliability, the basic belief has to 
appeal to immediate, empirical givenness. This kind of certainty and reliability is 
based on an independent (outside of our ideas) reality and the unchangeableness 
of the given. The givens belong to an order of facts and real relations that remain 
as they are whether we experience them or not.  

However, whether empirical givenness has the reliability that foundationalists 
expect is a point about which some philosophers have been highly skeptical. The 
objective of coherentist criticism， foundationalism’s direct opponent is to 
eliminate basic beliefs and thus to deny the possibility of foundationalism. In 
BonJour’s view, the reason why the doctrine of givenness is impossible is that for 
any ordinary cognitive state, i.e. an assertive or at least representational content, 
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there are two inseparable aspects: namely, its capacity to justify other cognitive 
states and its own need for justification. Meanwhile, the basic idea of the theory 
of the given is that the given perceptional experience has the former capacity, but 
there is no need for the latter. Because this separation is impossible, the 
conclusion for coherentists is that there is no basic belief, and foundationalism is 
not tenable.    

The most influential argument against the doctrine of the given seems to be put 
forward by Wilfred Sellars. Sellars’s most famous saying is that the given is a 
“myth.” This myth is focused on the claim that between a knower and his 
cognitive object there is an immediate cognitive relation that provides a 
foundation without any inference. He pointed out that the fundamental error of 
the doctrine of the given consists in confusing two different sorts of things, i.e. 
the sensation of some particular thing and the statement claiming non-inference. 
The former is a kind of sense impression. Although it is necessary for 
perceptional cognition, it is not knowledge in ordinary sense. Because it is 
non-cognitive it is infallible, and hence unable to be a foundation of knowledge. 
The latter, i.e. the non-inferential perceptual cognition, is fallible, since in 
apprehension it needs to be helped by some kind of concept. In Sellars’s view, 
there is no immediate perceptual experience; on the contrary, any “perceptual 
experience also involves a conceptual or propositional component.” Even the 
so-called “seeing” of a fact needs “criteria” for distinguishing between 
“knowing” and “seeming to know.” That is, it needs criteria that can “ultimately 
define what it means to speak of knowledge as a correct or well-founded thinking 
that something is the case” (Sellars 2000, pp.127–128). For example, the 
perceptual experience that “John has seen that there is a red apple in front of him,” 
already involves an “inference,” that he must “think” of a good reason to believe 
there is indeed a red apple in front of him.  

Here, “think” means something different from “perception”: they lie in 
different levels of consciousness. John reaches his conclusion that there is a red 
apple in front of him through inference from the empirical character of his 
situation, but not by a mere perception in the sense of the doctrine of the given. 
Sellars denies there is such a pure empirical experience, and holds that the 
phrases “apprehended through itself” and “self-justifying” in the doctrine of the 
given involve a kind of “trans-level inference” from perception to the kind of 
determined reason mentioned above. Hence there is no basic belief, as asserted 
by foundationalists, which is non-inferential and self-justifying. In Sellars’s view, 
the essential point of the perceptual theory consists in putting some thing or 
situation in a justified “rational logic space,” but not in an “empirical 
description” of these things or situations. This idea has since been given 
considerable importance and explication in the course of the development of 
epistemology. Rorty takes it as the fundamental way to solve the problem of 
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justification for belief, namely as a key to solve the problem of how the temporal 
or constitutive relationships of ideas, conceived as events in inner space, can tell 
us the logical relationships among various statements. John McDowell, in his 
influential book Mind and the World, uses this concept of the “logical space of 
reasons” as a basic idea and develops it not only to solve the old dilemma faced 
by epistemology of whether to choose foundationalism or coherentism, but also 
to solve the fundamental “anxiety” of modern philosophy, i.e. the problem of the 
relationship between mind and the world, to which we will return later.   

2  The relationship between empirical foundation and belief  

The dispute in the doctrine of the given concerns the problem of how empirical 
perception can be used as the foundation of cognitive justification. In the 
contemporary controversies among Western philosophers, the dispute mainly 
concerns two issues: whether the status of empirical experience has conceptual 
content, whether there is a logical relationship between sensation and belief.  
Here, we will treat the first issue, which is relevant to the nature of the 
justification theory. In some philosophers’ views, if perceptual experience does 
not have conceptual content, it will have no relationship with relevant beliefs and 
hence cannot provide them with justification.   

Philosophers take two absolutely opposite stands on the issue. One 
side—Wilfred Sellars, Bill Brewer, etc.—regards perceptual status as having 
conceptual content; philosophers on the other side—B. Russell, M. Schlick, etc. 
—do not think so. 

From the reasons which Sellars gave above for opposing the doctrine of the 
given, it is not difficult for us to see that he maintained that perceptual status has 
conceptual content. That is, there is no pure perception because it can not be 
separated from thinking. Perception itself is interpreted in light of conception. 
Essentially, perception involves an element of thinking. For instance, when we 
“see” something called “red” and “triangular,” it also means that we “think” this 
thing is “red” and “triangular.” Here, “red” and “triangular” are things belonging 
to conception. Therefore, perceptions involve conceptual contents.  

In recent debates in the circles of American philosophy, Bill Brewer has 
expounded in detail how perceptual belief involves conceptual content. Besides 
following Sellars’s viewpoint that perception is not a mere accepting but is 
something which has been grasped and understood with concepts, and hence has 
conceptual content, he goes further to argue about how perception involves 
conceptual content. His central argument has the following form. (1) Sense 
experiential states provide reasons for empirical beliefs. (2) Sense experiential 
states provide reasons for empirical beliefs only if they have conceptual content. 
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(3) Therefore, sense experiential states have conceptual content (Brewer 2005, 
p. 218). Here, Brewer presents his argument from the perspective that sensory 
experience can provide empirical beliefs with reasons for the state of external 
things. Because the provision of reasons must take the form of judgments and 
reasoning, and the constituent elements of judgment and reasoning are concepts, 
it is therefore only based on concepts that judgment and reasoning can be carried 
out. This also means that sensory experience has to be presented in conceptual 
form so that it can be made the premise or conclusion of reasoning, and that 
experience and concept are therefore inseparable. Concepts present themselves as 
form-carriers of experience, and contrarily, experience as content-carrier of 
concepts. Thus Brewer’s conclusion is that only when sense experiential states 
have conceptual content can they provide reasons for sensory belief.  

From the above it can be seen that Brewer’s argument that experience has 
conceptual content is made from a perspective that takes it as a premise for 
judgment and reasoning. This argument appears simple, that is, reason can only 
be presented in the form of concepts and sensory experience thus must be 
conceptual, otherwise judgment and reasoning can not be carried out. To be brief, 
he starts from the point that experience cannot but have conceptual form and 
infers backward that experience has conceptual content.   

The opposite viewpoint, which denies that sensory perception has conceptual 
content, may be represented by Russell. In The Problems of Philosophy, he 
distinguished between two kinds of knowledge, i.e. knowledge by acquaintance 
and knowledge by description. The latter is concerned with objects and is 
non-immediate knowledge: people can obtain a kind of knowledge which they 
have never experienced by virtue of description. The former, on the contrary, is 
concerned with sense materials such as the appearance of a table which I see—its 
color, figure, and rigidity, etc. One characteristic of such knowledge is, according 
to Russell, its indubitability. He wrote that to doubt whether there is a table is 
possible, but that if I want to doubt the sense material about this table, that is 
impossible. Here, it is not difficult to see Russell’s proposition is that sensory 
perception has the property of self-justification, for its indubitability is involved 
in its being perceived. Due to this characteristic, Russell believes that sensory 
perception forms the basis of all of our knowledge, including knowledge about 
things as well as truth.         

Here, what is important for our thesis is that Russell’s knowledge by 
acquaintance is pre-conceptual, has no conceptual content, and belongs to 
non-propositional knowledge. According to Michael Williams, such an idea is 
hard to explain. How can one thing be knowledge and at the same time 
“non-propositional?” If the content of this knowledge is not conceptual, then 
what will it be? Sellars formulated this problem as a dilemma: when our 
knowledge by acquaintance with sense material is not conceptual, this awareness 
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can not be a reason for basic belief. That is, non-conceptual things are unable to 
provide logical justification for any basic belief. On the contrary, when it is a 
certain form of propositional knowledge, then whatever we do is just repeating 
the same thing; that is, we are going back to the old question of what is the basis 
of knowledge, which requires an answer about origins.   

Another question relevant to the aforementioned one about whether a sense 
experiential state has conceptual content is whether there is any logical 
relationship between sensation and belief. Philosophers generally affirm that 
there is a causal relationship between them, but deny a logical relationship 
between them. This concerns a fundamental question in the justification theory of 
knowledge. When there is no logical relationship between experience and belief, 
how can the former, as evidence or reason, justify the latter? Obviously, if we can 
not confirm such a logical relationship, it will lead to an inconsistency with the 
empirical knowledge of science, for the empirical knowledge of science is based 
on an experiential foundation and relies on sensory experience. Therefore, this 
forces us to rethink the justification theory of knowledge in question and to seek 
a suitable explanation.  

The philosopher who proposed the question of the relationship between 
sensation and belief was Davidson. He held a negative position on the issue, 
believing that this relationship is not a logical one as sensation is neither belief 
nor any other propositional attitude; it can only be a causal relation, i.e. sensation 
is the cause of producing belief. On the other side, because justification is 
affirmed as belonging to a logical relation, it can only be an issue within a belief 
system. For instance, when I see there is a cup of water on the table, it can cause 
me to believe there is a cup of water on the table, but it can not imply nor justify 
the proposition that “there is a cup of water on the table.” This means that 
experience can not play any role in the justification of knowledge, for although 
there is a causal relationship between empirical experience and someone’s belief, 
it can not be a logical one. If we think that a belief can be justified by something 
outside other beliefs, then this idea is nothing but a confusion of justification and 
causal relation. Thus, any attempt which tries to justify beliefs by means of 
empirical experience will become impossible.  

If empirical experience really can not justify beliefs, the consequence will be 
that it creates an unbridgeable gap between experience and beliefs, and so the 
source of knowledge and the justification of knowledge will be separated. This 
will result in a strange situation: that is, experience can provide a source for 
belief, but can not justify it. Moreover, in order to argue that experience can 
provide such a justification, there is a theoretical requirement to remove the 
obstacle which is the property of this relationship (causal or logical).   

Popper sought to solve the problem in another way. He abandoned the 
traditional theory of empirical verification and tried to settle the problem from 
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the angle of scientific theory or the “testing” (i.e. “falsification”) of a hypothesis. 
The premise of Popper’s proposition on this problem is the same as mentioned 
above, namely the relationship between sensory experience and basic belief, 
which he called a “basic statement.” A basic statement affirms that an observable 
event is happening in a specific time and place (Popper 1959, p.100). For 
instance, “at place K, there is a courser.” He also took a similar position to 
Davidson’s regarding the relationship between sensation and belief as being 
causal but not logical. For the same reason, because this relationship can not be 
logical, experience can not justify our proposition, even for those basic 
statements which he took as only presenting a “singular existential statement.” 
The result is the same. In Popper’s view, experience can only play a role in the 
decision-making process wherein we decide whether we accept or refuse a belief. 
The reason why experience can play such a role consists in the causal 
relationship between it and the decision which we make. This is what Popper 
meant about experience helping to make a decision, and thus driving us to accept 
or refuse a statement. However, basic statements can not be proven by 
experience.  

Here, what is important for our thesis is why Popper regarded basic statements 
as unjustifiable by experience. The reason he gave is that while only observation 
can give us “knowledge about facts,” inductive logic can not be used as a logic of 
scientific discovery, for the validity of inferring a universal proposition from a 
singular proposition is not provable. Popper points out that universal concepts 
appearing in scientific theories or hypothetical statements are unable to correlate 
with any particular sensory experience. Even a basic statement such as “there is a 
cup of water” is unable to do so, for it uses universal concepts like “cup” and 
“water” and universal concepts can not be “reduced to empirical category” 
because they can not be composed of experience. For experience, the happening, 
the “immediate given” of any singular, immediate experience, can happen only 
one time (Ibid., p.95) and this in its character differs from universal concepts. 
Thus it can be seen that the grounds of Popper’s argument about the relationship 
between observable experience and basic statements is based not only on the 
difference between the causal and logical relationships, but also on distinguishing 
between the singularity of experience and the universality of theory or hypothesis. 
This distinction led Popper to affirm repeatedly that “basic statements are not 
justifiable by our immediate experiences” (Ibid., p.109), and that this is a key 
point for the success or failure of foundationalism.  

As we have seen above, there is little difference between Davidson and Popper 
in maintaining that experience should be separated from belief (proposition, 
statement) and the logical connection between them denied, thus excluding the 
possibility of justifying basic beliefs through experience. On the contrary, other 
philosophers take a different explanatory path, trying to argue the possibility of 
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another sort of justification. First, let us examine Susan Haack’s ideas.  
Haack’s basic idea is to combine the causal and logical elements of experience 

together and to regard it is the sole way to make the correlation between 
experience and justification possible. She puts forward foundherentism, which is 
based on experientialism and takes justification as based on experiential evidence. 
She explains empirical justification as not only causal but also logical, and argues 
that these two aspects are now intertwined. Therefore, Haack distinguishes the 
difference between “a belief- state” and “a belief-content,” in order to solve the 
related problem. “A belief-state” means “someone’s believing something” 
(Haack 1993, p.29). Haack also thinks that there can be a causal relationship 
between the state of belief and the knower’s experience. It is sensory experience 
that makes a knower believe something and therefore forms his related state of 
belief. “A content-state” means “what is believed by someone,” i.e. some sort of 
“empirical contents.” It appears as some sort of “proposition.” Here, what sets 
Haack apart from Davidson, Popper, and others is that since she considers a 
content of belief to be expressed as a proposition, it can have a logical 
relationship with other contents of belief. With this explanation, Haack has a 
response for the requirement that the logical relation has to exist in propositions. 
After making the distinction, Haack’s conclusion is that “…only an account 
which combines logical and causal elements can allow the relevance of 
experience to justification” (Ibid., 1993, pp. 29–30). However, in spite of that, 
her approach treats the issue in an indirect way. She queries the rightness of 
using the word “logical” to characterize the relationship between experience and 
belief and questions whether it is a “suitable word.” In her opinion, there is also 
an element of causality in justification, and another element is actually 
“evaluative” but not “logical.” Therefore, instead of a logical element, she finally 
uses the “evaluative” element as a novel explanation for the relationship between 
experience and belief. 

Haack expresses the combination of causal and evaluative elements in three 
steps. The first step is a causal one, setting up a relationship between a perceptual 
state and belief. The second is to characterize the perceptual state (empirical step) 
as “evidence,” consisting of particular sentences and statements. The third and 
last is an evaluative step, evaluating “how good” the evidence is. This finishes 
the explication of a cognitive subject’s belief as, to a great degree, having been 
justified. That is, Haack takes justification as having different degrees, and this 
means that the quality of the relevant evidence determines the degree to which a 
belief will be justified.  

From here we can see that by changing the logical element into an evaluative 
one, Haack tries to solve the problem of justifying belief in light of perceptual 
experience. This change yields another side of the justification issue, i.e. the 
problem of how the evidence-ness of perceptual experience is evidence itself but 
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can not be regarded as a solution to the original problem, for it does not treat the 
issue directly. In a different way, McDowell, based on Sellars’s concept of the 
“logical space of reasons,” tries to solve the issue of the relationship between 
“mind and world” not only in an epistemological sense but also, regarding it as a 
source of anxiety in modern philosophy, by reducing it into the opposite 
relationship between the “logical space of reasons” and the “logical space of 
natural correlation.” The former puts emphasis on the decision about the 
empirical world made by an “empirical court” which consists of a conceptual 
network, and the latter stresses the description of experience based on a sort of 
original impression, which is the logical space wherein natural sciences play their 
roles.  

In doing so, McDowell’s basic line is to accept Kant’s idea that cognition is 
the combination of the spontaneous understanding with the passive sensibility. 
Furthermore, he introduces Sellars’ concept of the “logical space of reasons,” 
interpreting it as a structure in which understanding gets its correction or 
rationality gets its “ground” or “reason” provided by other things. He uses it as a 
substitute for Kant’s concept of understanding, which is heavily colored with 
“myself,” and gives prominence to the rational subject’s characterization of 
possessing the “dynamic system” of “a rationally organized network of 
capacities” (McDowell 2003, pp. 29–34). Experience is taken as states of affairs 
which inseparably combine receptivity with spontaneity. Because of the role of 
conceptual abilities in such affairs, McDowell also asserts that they possess 
conceptual contents. Therefore, the issue of how empirical contents are possible 
seems to have an evident answer. Through the relationship between experience 
and conceptual contents, they “have necessarily a rational relation with 
judgments.” McDowell’s simple argument made at this point is, “What one takes 
in is that things are thus and so. That things are thus and so is the content of the 
experience, and it can also be the content of a judgment: it becomes the content 
of a judgment if the subject decides to take the experience at face value. So it is 
conceptual content” (Ibid., p. 26). However, this answer obviously appears to be 
non-analytical and too simple, for what it does is only to draw an equals-sign 
between empirical contents, judgmental contents, and conceptual contents. The 
original problem still remains unsolved.  

With regard to “the myth of the given,” McDowell basically shares Sellars’ 
position, taking the substance of the doctrine of the given as the affirmation that 
there is a sort of “ultimate foundation” beyond the field of conceptions, i.e. “a 
bare presence” (Ibid., p. 39). McDowell takes Sellars’ “logical space of reasons” 
as a “mediacy” by which thinking makes decisions with perception, and tries, 
from various aspects of reason, to ground the role of thinking, etc. This shows 
that the passive receptivity is unable to be separated from the active 
understanding, and that experience is the “actualizations of our sentient nature” 
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by means of our conceptual capacities (Ibid., p. 89). In order to argue that there is 
no isolated perceptual givenness, he even explains Wittgenstein’s “private 
language argument” as the refusal of the given. Furthermore, as noted above, he 
raises the issue of escaping from the opposition between the doctrine of the given 
and the coherentism to the metaphysical level of the relation of “mind and 
world,” and hence increases the importance of the givenness-doctrine issue.  

3  Empirical foundation in the sense of “evidence” 

We have seen above that the reason why the empirical “given” is taken as able to 
provide a basis for justification is that it is regarded as, being an empirical 
foundation, possessing properties such as immediateness, independence, and 
reliability. The criticism of the given thus focuses on revealing that the given 
does not have the properties of immediateness and independence, and hence has 
no reliability either. Here the issue in question concerns with the problem of 
whether perceptual experience does have conceptual contents. Sellars, by 
denying the immediateness of perceptual experience, denies that there is any 
empirical foundation which is a “pure appearing” and that the independent, 
perceptual given is able to provide justification for beliefs, and therefore denies 
that there are basic beliefs. However, on the contrary, it is my opinion that even if 
the given is non-immediate, intermediated by concepts and judgments and 
possessing conceptual contents, it still can provide an immediate justification for 
singular belief; and as this sort of perception, as evidence, is identical to singular 
belief, this makes foundational beliefs in the sense of empiricism possible.     

It is not difficult to prove that the given perceptual experience is 
non-immediate, having conceptual contents. Sellars’s view on this issue is correct. 
Indeed, there will be no such immediateness for any perception when it has used 
language. For instance, with a perceptual experience such as “there is a rose on 
the table,” as it has used words like “on the table,” “rose,” etc., it can not be a 
direct perceptual experience, because a perceiver’s explanation has been put in it. 
Consider that if on the table there is a flower which the subject does not 
recognize, then he will be unable to say what the flower is, and can only say 
vaguely that it is a “flower.” Even so, the use of the word “flower” has rendered 
this perception mediated. Such kinds of perceptions already contain educational 
and cultural elements which are distinguished from a primitive’s perceptions. 
Russell thinks that “knowledge by acquaintance” has an immediate property and 
need not to appeal to any intermediary. This actually is impossible. Otherwise, 
infants’ sensations of things will be the same as adults’, and even ordinary people 
can understand that this is not so. Therefore, seen from the position of genetic 
epistemology, it is clear that there are educational, cultural elements deposited in 
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perceptions.   
J. Piaget once conducted an experiment with children under the age of seven in 

which he moved a cardboard square into various places and then asked children 
whether it was the same square, was it still a square, was it the same cardboard, 
did the sides still have the same length, etc. The children’s answers were always 
negative: It was not a square, it was no longer the same square, its sides no 
longer had the same length, it had become a little longer in one direction, these 
angles were no longer right, etc. Piaget came to the conclusion that children 
under the age of seven always deny identity. However, as we know, such answers 
would not be given by adults. This example shows that the reason why children 
gave such answers is that they have made perceptual mistakes, and the cause for 
such mistakes lies in the fact that they lack conceptions and knowledge about 
shape, identity, change, etc.   

Kant once asserted that the senses do not err and that there is even no error in a 
representation of the senses, for the senses do not judge at all. Errors are only to 
be found in the judgment about an object (Kant 1956, A294=B350). However, 
Kant himself also realizes that when the senses are receiving representations, the 
representations are always mediated by something. In this aspect, besides 
separating space and time as the forms of intuition, he also separates 
“impenetrability,” “hardness,” colour, etc. (Ibid., A21= B35) It can be seen that in 
Kant, there are no pure sensations; on the contrary, they are mediated, permeated 
by something. The experiment conducted by Piaget offered above made clear 
that what causes the children’s errors is their sensation of space. Thus, the 
statement that the senses and their representations do not err is valid only in a 
limited sense. In ordinary life, “illusions” actually happen often. When someone 
sits in an immobile train facing another train passing by very fast, generally 
speaking, his sensation will be that his train is moving. However, if someone has 
the conception of a “frame of reference,” then his intelligence will tell him what 
has caused the illusion. Here, instead of judgment, it is the senses that make the 
error, and intelligence gives a correct judgment. The cause of the errors mostly 
consists in people lacking the relevant conceptions and knowledge. This also 
shows us that sensations are permeated by conceptions, and that there are no pure 
sensations.     

Another example can be offered for further illustration. In 2005, the Nobel 
Prize for medicine was awarded to Barry J. Marshall and J. Robin Warren for the 
discovery of Helicobacter pylori, which is the cause of peptic ulcers. When they 
found the bacterium, most of their colleagues did not believe this was a 
“bacterium,” for at that time the general view was that bacteria can not survive 
amidst gastric acid secretions. Obviously, if there are pure perceptions, then not 
only will that which everyone sees be the same, but the derived perceptual 
experience will be the same. This means that there are no pure “facts.” Facts are 
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always the results of perceptions and explanations. Now, the theory of 
knowledge tends more and more to such a consciousness, which can be labeled 
“hermeneutic” consciousness. If, from a specific viewpoint, we divide 
knowledge into two major categories, “empiricism” and “transcendentalism,” 
then hermeneutic consciousness belongs, in a sense, to the transcendental one. 
Here, “transcendentalism” means roughly the epistemic claim that emphasizes 
the conceptual background of cognition, alleging that conceptions are the 
precondition for knowing, and the empirical given is grasped and explained by 
conceptions. The paradigm theory of scientific explanation, Gestalt psychology, 
and philosophical hermeneutics can all be put in such a category of 
transcendentalism.   

Once the immediateness of perceptual experience is denied and the elements 
of word and conception are affirmed, then actually the logical relationship 
between perceptual experience and empirical experience is also affirmed. This 
sort of relationship takes place through perceptual experience with beliefs as 
evidence. Haack’s idea offered above concerned this point too, even though her 
discussion of the relationship between evidence and belief from the evaluative 
angle sidestepped the issue. Previously, the reason to deny such a logical 
relationship lied in the view that sensations were not beliefs or attitudes of 
statements, and as such were unable to have the kind of logical relationship with 
beliefs needed for justification. However, this viewpoint did not recognize that 
the justification of belief requires evidence and reasons, and that what perception 
provides is precisely such evidence and reasons. For example, the evidence 
which supports my belief that “there is a cup of water on the table” is the 
perception of “there being a cup of water on the table,” otherwise from where 
does the evidence come? Furthermore, because perceptions already contain such 
elements as words and conceptions, their forms of expression, like those of belief, 
present themselves in the form of propositions; therefore, perceptions actually 
present themselves as propositions. R. Chisholm also had such an opinion. In his 
book Theory of Knowledge, he mentioned that “…the proposition that he 
perceives something to be F” was often used with “…the fact that S believes that 
he perceives a certain thing to be F” (Chisholm 1966, p. 45). This shows us that 
Chisholm actually took them as identical; that is, that the fact of perceiving 
something to be F presents itself in the proposition of perceiving something to be 
F.1 Thus, as seen from the perspective of the theory of evidence, with regard to 
                                                        
1 Chisholm named this sort of proposition as “directly evident” and thought that the reason why it 
is evident lies in the facts on which it is “based,” that it “constitutes its own evidence” (Chisholm 
1966, p.30). This fact shows us its evidence though “perception.” He affirmed that “believing that 
one perceives” is a source of reasonable belief (Ibid., p. 45). Interestingly, sometimes Chisholm 
mentioned so-called “general” perceptions and “negative” perceptions. For example, “All the 
swans in the garden are white” and “There are no other animals there” (Ibid., p. 46). 
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singular beliefs, evidences (sensory experiences) are identical with beliefs; 
sensory experience creates belief, and belief thereby logically contains sensory 
experience as evidence and takes it as its own content. Thus, this belief is 
non-inferential, self-justified, and belongs to the “foundational belief” that can 
provide justification for other beliefs (general beliefs), but does not need to be 
justified itself.    

Furthermore, now that it is admitted that there is a causal relation between 
perceptions and beliefs, this means that perceptions can also provide support for 
beliefs in an inductive sense. This point can be seen more clearly if we take a 
general belief as an example. “All flowers have colors”—this universal 
proposition is founded on every singular visual perception (presenting as a 
singular proposition). Otherwise, how could this proposition be supported by 
evidence? What needs to be pointed out is that it is one thing to have a logical 
relation and another to say that this relation is necessary.  

Consequently, in my opinion, there is no question that there is a logical 
relationship between perceptions and beliefs. However, the real problem lies in 
how one ought to distinguish between two kinds of different relationships with 
perceptions, one for singular beliefs and the other for universal beliefs. 
Foundationalist “foundational belief” is a comprehensive notion which covers 
not only the universal “first principle” in metaphysics, mathematics, and logic 
sought by Plato, Aristotle, and Descartes, but also the singular experiences 
particular to modern empiricism and logical empiricism. When we consider only 
singular beliefs, they can obtain self-justification. Justifying related singular 
beliefs by a specific perception—for instance, using the perception “there is a 
cup of water on the table” to justify the belief that “there is a cup of water on the 
table”—can be attained in most normal cases (normal light, vision, no malicious 
cheating behavior, etc.).2 As for the evil deceiver, the knower’s illusion, the 
“brain in the vat,” etc., assumed by skeptics, these belong to special cases, or in 
contextualist terms, they belong to another specific context different from normal 
cognition. For general cognition, it is enough to satisfy them with the conditions 
of normal contexts, even if this is not necessarily so with special contexts.  

However, if the question concerns universal beliefs, the result will be totally 
different. In terms of the degree to which singular perceptions or beliefs can 
support general beliefs, Hume’s problem of causality (induction) will appear at 
once. That is, although singular beliefs can provide logical supports inductively, 
these supports will lack necessity, being only possible. Because of this, Popper’s 
“logic of scientific discovery” denies that scientific discoveries are the processes 

                                                        
2 Just as St. Augustine proposed, even though we might have ground to question the reliability 
of the senses, it would be more reasonable for most of us most of time to believe that we could 
rely upon them than to believe that we could not.  
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of induction from singular to general and that of confirmation. He put forward 
falsificationism, claiming that scientific discoveries are the processes from 
advancing a universal hypothesis to testing (falsifying) it by singular experience. 
A second issue exists because perceptions are related to two types of things, i.e. 
the “proper objects” and “common sensibles” distinguished by Aristotle. (The 
former is related to personal subjective sensibility, such as vision, hearing, tasting, 
and smelling, etc., as in an object’s color, fragrance, taste, etc. The latter belongs 
to what “all sensations have in common,” such as movement, motionlessness, 
number, figure, and quantity, etc.) (Aristotle 2007, Book II, Ch.6–7). Thus, 
between singular and general beliefs of the “proper objects,” a problem will have 
occurred about how to justify general beliefs by singular beliefs. Since each 
person’s singular feelings are so different, how can these beliefs can be used as 
“basic beliefs,” and furthermore, how can general beliefs be justified by means of 
them?    

Based on the above reasons, I believe that there is a logical relationship 
between perceptions and beliefs, and that the existence of the relationship is 
shown by its practicability in actual epistemic processes. Otherwise, as 
mentioned before, it will result in perceptual experiences playing no role in the 
justification of knowledge. If so, any attempts to justify a belief through 
experience will be impossible. The clarification of this issue is meaningful for 
epistemology. It shows that the sensory “given,” as the final resource of 
empirical knowledge, can provide justification by the mediacy of words and 
conceptions for singular beliefs which are in a normal context. The real trouble is 
not in the theory of justification itself, but is connected with the correspondence 
theory of truth, just as Kant once pointed out and tried to resolve through his 
transcendentalism.3 The origin of this theoretical puzzle really comes from 
modern epistemic ideas; that is, the consequence of taking the properties of 
knowledge as universally necessary and certain is that probability and inductive 
logic are rendered unacceptable. Of course, this belongs to another topic for 
research. 
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