
              81 

Ironically and tragically, then, a non-sideways-on metaphilosophical orientation leads to a 

sideways-on metaphilosophical orientation, according to both Gaskin and Dodd.  If mind and 

world form a union in the realm of sense, the realm of reference (or the world) is no longer 

bound by the conceptual.  Indeed, the realm of reference falls outside the conceptual as 

something which impinges on the conceptual.  So the very metaphilosophical orientation 

McDowell wanted to avoid arises in virtue of his own metaphilosophical orientation.   

 Gaskin’s proposed solution is this.  Frege was right, as against McDowell, to locate 

concepts at the level of reference.  But Frege’s conception of concepts did not go far enough: 

Frege’s “advance” on McDowell is certainly to be welcomed, 

because the locating of concepts at the level of reference is a 

necessary condition of overcoming an unacceptable Kantian 

transcendental idealism; but it is not a sufficient condition.  Unless 

the concepts located at the level of reference structure and 

characterize the objects located at the same level, there will be no 

prospect of overcoming an intolerable idealism.  To overcome that 

idealism we need first to identify the world with the level of 

reference and not, as on McDowell’s Fregean approach, with the 

level of sense, and secondly we need to populate the level of 

reference with the right kind of entity---propositionally structured 

combinations of objects and concepts or properties (including of 

course relational concepts or properties). (Gaskin, 2006, p. 202) 

 

If concepts are not referential entities, then they cannot be saturated with objects.  But objects do 

satisfy their corresponding concepts.  Hence concepts must reside at the level of reference, not 

sense.  Unfortunately, however, Frege’s account of concepts is yet another unacceptable form of 

Kantian transcendental idealism; for the realm of reference is not conceptually structured.  The 

idea is that, if the objects of the world are not conceptually structured, then they are mere quasi-

collections of Kantian thing-in-themselves.  But this is a version of an untenable Kantian 
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transcendental idealism.  However, if objects are propositionally structured combinations, it 

follows that they must be conceptual.  And then the objects of the world become intelligible.   

 Now a semanticist or theorist of meaning aims to account for how meaning is possible.  

Meaning is possible only if a speaker, listener, writer or reader can understand an indefinite 

number of sentences from a finite stock of terms and syntactical rules.  So linguistic meaning is 

essentially compositional.  This is a truism from semantics.  Moreover, meaning is a function of 

reference.  If a sentence does not refer to anything, it is not about anything.  But if it is not about 

anything, it does not mean anything.  So, to Gaskin’s mind: 

[I]n order to devise a theory with the requisite deductive power---

in order to model what is often called creative language use, the 

ability of speakers to form and understand, an indefinite number of 

novel sentences on the basis of finite training---the semanticist 

must discern structure in the object-language sentences [or the 

referents of sentences]… (ibid., p. 205; Gaskin’s emphasis) 

 

Gaskin’s interesting claim is that the referents of sentences necessarily exhibit propositional 

structure.  Senses determine referents, not vice versa.  The world is permeated with senses.  

Hence the referent of any given sentence is not a Fregean truth-value; rather, it is a Russellian 

proposition: 

[S]entences are referring expressions: a thesis driven by a 

conception of reference as “the semantic relations which the 

[meaning-] theorist [for a language L] posits to model the semantic 

properties of sentences and their parts.”  With this premise in 

place, Gaskin goes on to claim that, since the aim of such a 

meaning-theorist is to provide a compositional meaning theory for 

L (i.e. something which tells us what understanding each 

expression of L consist in), understanding an expression of L must 

consist in thinking of (i.e. being acquainted with) its referent.  And 

what this means is that the referent of a sentence---acquaintance 

with which is both necessary and sufficient for understanding the 

sentence in question---must be a (Russellian) proposition rather 
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than a truth-value. (Dodd, 2007, p. 1118; Dodd’s emphasis; citation 

omitted) 

 

If the referent of a sentence is a Russellian proposition rather than a truth-value, the world, in a 

sense, speaks its own language.  This is, in essence, Gaskin's linguistic idealism.  Linguistic 

idealism is the claim that reality is essentially linguistic.  Nothing exists outside of a linguistic 

framework: 

Sentences, whether true or false, refer to unified combinations of 

objects and properties.  Here we have a doctrine that rehabilitates 

the much maligned notion of the world’s own language, for, 

according to Gaskin, “the locating of propositions at the level of 

reference surely provides a sense in which the world itself speaks, 

it speaks the propositions---true and false---which inhabit the realm 

of reference.” (ibid., p. 1116; Dodd’s emphasis; citation omitted) 

 

And: 

  Following ancient tradition rather than Frege’s radical   

  departure from that tradition, McDowell locates concepts at  

  the level of sense rather than at the level of reference.  But   

  this…is a mistake.  Correcting it requires us to follow Frege  

  in his location of concepts at the level of reference, but also  

  to go beyond Frege and locate not only concepts but also   

  propositions at that level; and doing so requires us, I   

  suggest, to take seriously an idea which McDowell    

  mentions only to reject, that of objects as speaking to us “in  

  the world’s own language.” (Gaskin, 2006, p. vii) 

 

To cite just one concrete example, water speaks the language of chemistry.  It “says,” in effect, 

that it is H2O.  Similar remarks apply mutatus mutandis to the other objects and subjects of the 

world.  Every object and subject of the world---indeed the world itself---attests to some 

incredibly complex chemical structure.  And understanding a complex chemical structure 

essentially depends on linguistic capacities.  Gaskin’s linguistic idealism is the cornerstone of his 

minimalist empiricism.   
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 Notice that Gaskin’s linguistic idealism is a transcendental form of linguistic idealism.  

The propositional structure of the world does not depend on actual languages; rather, it depends 

on the possibility of expression in some language.  “[T]he world’s ‘testimony’ is delivered not in 

an empirical language, as testimony strictly so called is, but in its own language, which…is not 

one empirical language among others, but the transcendental basis of all empirical languages” 

(ibid., p. 227).  Further: “The world is propositionally structured; but it does not have any 

particular syntax” (ibid., p. 229).  Gaskin’s transcendental version of linguistic idealism is in 

alignment with his transcendental account of animal/infant mentality, which is in alignment with 

his interpersonal or relational account of content.   

 To my mind, there are serious problems with Gaskin's linguistic idealism.  First, I think 

Gaskin’s critique of McDowell’s philosophy of language is guilty of a straw man fallacy.  It 

seems that the alleged noumenal problem with McDowell's philosophy of language is a product 

of Gaskin's unbridled imagination.  For one thing, McDowell's philosophy of language does not 

incorporate notions from Kant's transcendental idealism, since McDowell is not a Kantian 

transcendental idealist.  He is a Hegelian transcendental idealist; that is, McDowell agrees with 

Hegel; the notion of a transcendental object makes no sense.  And the notion is incoherent; for, to 

assert that things-in-themselves are unknowable is to assert something that we know about them, 

namely, that they are unknowable---but this is plainly incoherent.  McDowell explicitly states: “I 

would like to conceive this work [Mind and World] is as [sic] a prolegomenon to a reading of the 

Phenomenology [of Spirit]…” (McDowell, 1996, p. ix).  McDowell's prolegomenon to Hegel 

basically embraces transcendental idealism as a working metaphysical framework while 

jettisoning things-in-themselves.  (For more on this, see section 3.2.)  So McDowell's (partial) 
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Hegelianism prevents him from entertaining the so-called notion of things-in-themselves.  Hence 

McDowell would and should reject the noumenal categories which Gaskin unabashedly applies 

to his philosophy of language. 

  Second, it seems that Gaskin misses an important distinction between two senses of the 

word “conceptual.”  There is a difference between the orthodox understanding of concepts as 

predicates and the heterodox understanding of concepts as that which belong to the realm of 

Fregean sense.  McDowell explicitly draws this distinction when he forcefully states: “If we 

want to identify the conceptual realm with the realm of thought, the right gloss on 'conceptual' is 

not 'predicate' but 'belonging to the realm of Fregean sense'.  (The stupid idea that those come to 

the same thing is unfortunately still widespread.)” (McDowell, 1996, p. 107).  Gaskin clearly 

assumes that “predicative” and “belonging to the realm of Fregean sense” refer to the same thing.  

Indeed his noumenal critique crucially depends on this assumption.  But the assumption is false.  

Frege's discovery that concepts are predicates has to with the nature of concepts, not the world.  

The world is conceptual in that it belongs to the realm of Fregean sense.  And yet the world is 

clearly not predicative in nature.  Hence the two meanings of the word “conceptual.”   

 Now if by “conceptual” McDowell means predicative, then his heterodox account of 

concepts does unintentionally render objects noumenally.  But this is not what McDowell means 

by conceptual.  By “conceptual” McDowell means the realm of Fregean sense, and this realm 

contains everything that is the case.  Consequently, his notion of the conceptual does not render 

objects as things-in-themselves.   

 McDowell's concept of the conceptual may be expressed in terms of his notion of de re 

Fregean senses.  The latter are demonstrative modes of presenting singular referents or objects.  
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Objects, in turn, possess de re senses.  Thus there is an isomorphic relation between objects and 

de re senses.  Content and concept are interconnected.  McDowell writes: “[A de re sense is] not 

a specification that is intelligible independently of the object specified; the presence to the mind 

of the object itself enters into any understanding of these demonstrative modes of presentation” 

(McDowell, 1998c, “Intentionality De Re,” p. 265).  More concisely: [A]n irreducibly de re 

propositional attitude is one whose content would not be thinkable if the relevant object did not 

exist” (ibid., p. 274).  More completely: 

In the right circumstances, namely, that one is having a visual 

experience, the experience itself can enter into determining a mode 

of attention or directedness [or de re sense] that one might 

indicate...by 'this visual experience'.  This is not a specification that 

is intelligible independently of the object specified; the presence to 

the mind of the object itself enters into any understanding of these 

demonstrative modes of presentation. (ibid., p. 265) 

 

 As a lesson in the history of analytic philosophy: 

  It is time philosophers stopped taking it for granted that the   

  notion of singular sense is a half-baked forerunner of the   

  Theory of Descriptions, and started considering the    

  possibility that the fineness of grain that Frege was    

  basically concerned to register can be had with senses that   

  are not independent of the objects they present. (ibid.,  

  p. 269, note 15; McDowell's capitalization) 

 

Russell's theory of descriptions tried to show that proper names are disguised definite 

descriptions.  And definite descriptions (according to Russell's analysis) are non-referring 

expressions, because non-referring expressions are unsaturated concepts.  But it would appear 

that proper names are directly referring expressions.  It seems that a proper name directly refers 

to its referent.  However, direct reference must be mediated by modes of presentation or de re 

senses.  Otherwise the referent would be opaque.  McDowell claims that there is a distinction 



              87 

between the way an object is presented and a set of definite descriptions which characterize the 

object in question.  The former is captured through demonstrative expressions, and clearly 

demonstrative expressions are different from definite descriptions.  They are different modes of 

conceptualization. 

 The de re notion of “conceptual” is obviously independent of the predicative sense of 

conceptual, given that de re senses necessarily involve the objects of the world.  Gaskin 

presupposes that these two senses of conceptual refer to the same thing.  But they do not.  Hence 

Gaskin's nouemenal critique falls on deaf ears.    

 Moreover, recollect that McDowell's philosophy of language is symbiotically related to 

his account of animal/infant mentation, according to Gaskin.  The contents of animal experience 

are noumenal, given McDowell's heterodox account of animal/infant mentation.  Symbiotically, 

the realm of reference of the world falls outside the realm of the conceptual, given McDowell's 

heterodox account of concepts.  In the last section I argued that Gaskin provides a 

misinterpretation of McDowell's account of animal and infant experience.  But if the noumenal 

problems are symbiotically related, and one problem is not a genuine problem, it follows that the 

other problem is not a genuine problem, either.  This is the logical structure of all symbiotic 

relationships.   

 Finally, from methodological considerations alone, semantic notions and metaphysical 

notions should operate on separate planes.  Semantics, although theoretical, is primarily 

concerned with understanding the uses of languages.  It is permissible for a semanticist to 

analyze the uses of a language in terms of sense, reference, concept, object, compositionality, etc.  

But it is impermissible for a semanticist to analyze these semantic notions in terms of reality “as 
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it is in-itself.”  Semantic notions such as concept, object, sense and reference are not 

metaphysical notions; but Gaskin’s entire critique conflates these two different types of entities.  

Metaphysical notions such as “reality as it is in-itself” have no place in semantics.  And yet 

Gaskin treats concepts from semantics as if they were bona fide metaphysical notions from the 

18
th

 century.  With the methodological distinction between semantics and metaphysics in place, 

the idea that objects are noumenal in relation to the conceptual loses much of its meaning.   

  The apparent allure of Gaskin’s philosophy of language is a result of misplacing distinct 

conceptual kinds.  It is an ill-conceived exercise in what Rorty referred to as “impure philosophy 

of language.”  I submit that Gaskin’s entire semantic edifice is unnecessary for the project of 

understanding content via transcendental empiricism.   

 

§ 2.6  Conclusion 

 

The putative benefits of a minimalist empiricism are threefold: (i) a retention of the conduit 

conception of experience; (ii) an elucidation of the metaphysics of infant and animal experience; 

and (iii) a correct semantic framework.     

 As for (i), I argued that McDowell’s conduit conception of experience holds with respect 

to both outer and inner perceptual experience.  Gaskin's criticisms of McDowell's account of 

judgment and perceptual experience are wrong.  Furthermore, I do not see how McDowell’s 

transcendental argument for the simple model of content is implicitly committed to the doctrine 

of individualism.  McDowell's Gadamerian “fusion of horizons” principle is thoroughly anti-

individualistic.  Gaskin seems to neglect Gadamer's contribution to McDowell's philosophy.  
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With respect to intellectualism, I argued that, even if McDowell's transcendental argument tacitly 

employs intellectualism, this need not engender a complex model of content.  As to (ii), I argued 

that, contrary to Gaskin's accusation, McDowell's account of animal/infant experience is tenable.  

Finally, as far as (iii) goes, I argued that Gaskin’s critique of McDowell’s semantic theory is 

exceedingly uncharitable and misplaced.  Consequently, Gaskin's daunting semantic theory is 

superfluous.  Therefore minimalist empiricism does not act as a “constructive foil” to 

McDowell's minimal empiricism.  In other words, minimalist empiricism does not dissolve the 

dilemma of mental content. 

 Gaskin's criticisms of minimal empiricism fail to appreciate the scope and significance of 

McDowell's metaphilosophical orientation.  McDowell's non-sideways-on metaphilosophy 

automatically rules out Kantian transcendental idealism, because noumenal entities are products 

of a sideways-on metaphilosophy.  Things-in-themselves are nonconceptual entities which 

impinge the boundary of appearances; and appearances are things which are constrained by 

conceptual categories.  In addition, McDowell's metaphilosophy would immediately dispense 

with the idea that there is an interface between judgment and perceptual experience, as this is a 

sideways-on approach.  Thus Gaskin's own version of transcendental empiricism must be 

fallacious, since it stems from a fundamentally incorrect interpretation of McDowell's 

transcendental empiricism. 

 My aim in this chapter has been to show what is not wrong with McDowell's minimal 

empiricism.  In this vein, it has been a defense of McDowell against Gaskin's criticisms.  The 

question becomes, assuming McDowell's metaphilosophy, what, if anything, is wrong with 

minimal empiricism?     
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3 

 

 

 

Does Minimal Empiricism Dissolve the Dilemma of Mental Content? 

 

 

 

§ 3.1  Two Varieties of Conceptual Content 

 

 

 

Both Gaskin’s minimalist empiricism and McDowell's minimal empiricism are versions of 

transcendental empiricism.  Transcendental empiricism says that there are two conditions for 

mental content.  First, the content of thought must be determined by sense impressions.  Mental 

content must be anchored in sensations.  This is a minimal condition on content, and it is 

supposed to satisfy the intentionality criterion for mental content.  At the same time, sensations 

must be conceptual.  Otherwise transcendental empiricism is just another rendition of the Myth 

of the Given.  This is the second condition for content.  Impressions or sensations must be 

conceptual.  The claim is that these two conditions dissolve the dilemma of content.  There is no 

issue of content, according to transcendental empiricism.  To think that there is a 'problem' with 

content is to engage in constructive philosophical theorizing which is anathema to the 

transcendental empiricist.  An adequate dissolution acts as an important reminder of an important 

set of truistic facts, facts which show us that there is no issue of mental content.   

  In the last chapter, I argued that Gaskin's minimalist empiricism is inaccurate.  Gaskin 

emphasizes the second transcendental condition to the exclusion of the first transcendental 

condition; but both conditions are equally necessary.  Because minimalist empiricism neglects the 

first transcendental condition for content, it is impaled on the first horn, along with Davidsonian 
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coherentism.  Indeed, minimalist empiricism could be viewed as a “mere frictionless spinning in 

the void.”  So transcendental empiricism qua minimalist empiricism is unsuccessful.  But what 

about McDowell’s minimal empiricism?  Does it actually dissolve the dilemma of mental 

content?  A brief review is in order.    

 First of all, as stated in section 1.1, traditional empiricism represents the second horn of 

the dilemma of mental content.  The second horn of the dilemma says that content is causally, not 

rationally, induced.  But if this is the case, content is simply a brute reflex. 
 
A causal relation 

between mind and world is hardly sufficient for content; indeed, the idea that it is sufficient is the 

Myth of the Given.  “Perceptual judgment cannot in the end be warranted simply by its origin in 

a disposition; causal constraint is not enough” (Brandom, 1996, p. 249; Brandom's emphasis).  In 

section 1.3, we saw that Evans’s concept of nonconceptual content is necessarily Given.  Evans's 

notion of nonconceptual content is not constituted by rational or articulate or discursive relations, 

and so it is an inarticulate or meaningless or arbitrary dropkick to the head, so to speak.  

Therefore Evans's notion of nonconceptual content does not grasp the horns of the dilemma of 

content; it does not resolve the dilemma of content.  The real problem with Evans's philosophy of 

content, however, is that it adheres to an untenable sideways-on metaphilosophical orientation.  

Sideways-on orientations typically sever the interconnected relationship between the Kantian 

faculties of sensibility and understanding.  The deliverances of sensibility occur along the 

boundary of conceptuality.  But this yields the Given, the epistemologically troubled notion of a 

nonconceptual or nonpropositional sensation.        

As mentioned in section 1.2, the problem with Davidson qua coherentist is that 

Davidson's transcendental argument for intentionality “comes too late.”  Its conclusion, viz., that 
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beliefs are largely true or individuated or determinate, begs what is at issue.  So it fails to meet 

the first transcendental condition for content.  Consequently, Davidsonian coherentism is 

impaled on the first horn of the dilemma of content.  The first horn of the dilemma says that, if 

content is purely rational, then it is epistemologically indeterminate.  Davidson's hyper-

rationalistic account of content is a mere frictionless spinning in the void, because Davidson's 

transcendental argument does not vouchsafe determinate content.  And so Davidsonian 

coherentism (along with Evans's concept of nonconceptual content) does not grasp the horns of 

the dilemma of content; it does not resolve the dilemma of content.  Nonetheless, Davidson's 

non-sideways-on metaphilosophical orientation is proper.  With Davidson’s cherished 

Convention T, the used sentence (or metalanguage sentence) and the mentioned sentence (or 

object language sentence) are internally related; so the relation dispenses with representations.  

The same can be said for the relation between mind and world.  Mind and world are internally or 

endogenously or rationally related in experience.  This is the second transcendental condition for 

content.  “When we say, and mean, that such-and-such is the case, we---and our meaning---do 

not stop anywhere short of the facts; but we mean: this---is---so” (Wittgenstein, 1953, section 95; 

Wittgenstein’s emphasis).  Our meanings are not mediated by representations.  Reality is 

transparent.  (In fact, this is precisely the point of McDowell's direct realism.  See below.)   

 Minimal empiricism neither succumbs to the first horn nor the second horn of the 

dilemma of content, for it supposedly combines the best of both Evans’s and Davidson’s 

philosophies of content, and thereby dissolves the dilemma.  Content is both causally and 

rationally constrained.  Sensations are conceptual.  Mature human beings enjoy a second nature.   
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 In more recent papers, McDowell argues that there are two kinds of conceptual contents.  

I think the purpose of the distinction is to acknowledge that not all content is propositional or 

linguistic.  There exists a type of content which is not propositional---yet it is essentially 

conceptual.  McDowell dubs it “intuitional content.”  So there are two kinds of conceptual 

contents: propositional content and intuitional content.  Here is a concise statement of the 

distinction: “[I]ntuiting is not discourse, even in the extended sense in which judging is.  

Discursive content [= propositional content] is articulated.  Intuitional content is not” 

(McDowell, 2009b, “Avoiding the Myth of the Given,” p. 262).  By “discursive” content 

McDowell means content which depends on inferential capacities.  These capacities reside 

within the space of reasons.  Judgments which are responsive to reasons exemplify discursivity.  

Propositional content is linguistically articulated.  Intuitional content is not linguistically 

articulated.  Intuitional content can be usefully thought of as visual--spatial content.  It certainly 

seems to be different from propositional content.   

 Now, although intuitional content is not actually articulated, it has the capacity for 

articulation.  Intuitional content can be articulated.  In fact, this conceptual possibility is the 

transcendental condition for intuitional content.  So, while intuitional content is 

nonpropositional, it is a species of conceptual content, because it is determined by conceptual 

capacities.  The grammatical structure of intuitional content is visual--spatial, but its logical 

structure is conceptual.  Hence the two varieties of conceptual contents.  More compactly: 

If intuitional content is not discursive, why go on insisting it is 

conceptual?  Because every aspect of the content of an intuition is 

present in a form in which it is already suitable to be the content 

associated with a discursive capacity, if it is not---at least not yet---

actually so associated….The unity of intuitional content reflects an 

operation of the same unifying function that is operative in the 
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unity of judgments, in this case actively exercised.  That is why it 

is right to say the content unified in intuitions is of the same kind 

as the content unified in judgments: that is, conceptual content.  

We could not have intuitions, with their specific forms of unity, if 

we could not make judgments, with their corresponding forms of 

unity.  We can even say that the unity providing function is 

essentially a function for discursive activity, a power to judge.  But 

its operation in providing for the unity of intuitions is not itself a 

case of discursive activity. (ibid., p. 264) 

 

The idea is that, in principle, one could sententially articulate the content of an intuitional 

presentation.  Without this possibility, intuitional content would not be unified.  But intuitional 

contents are unified presentations.  So intuitional content is conceptual in a transcendental sense.  

McDowell grants that there are two kinds of unitary presentations.  One kind is discursive; the 

other kind is non-discursive.  However, both intuitional content and propositional content 

“contain” unified claims.  And, according to McDowell, all unified presentations presuppose the 

space of concepts.  He writes: “[I]ntuitions belong together with judgments in this respect: what 

makes their objective purport possible is that they have categorical unity.  To put a Kantian 

thought in a contemporary idiom, the content of intuition is of the same general kind as the 

content of judgments” (McDowell, 2009b, “Conceptual Capacities in Perception,” p. 127).  A 

unified presentation entails the space of concepts, for content without concept is blind.  And 

blind 'content' is certainly not unified or determinate.  Hence, although intuitional content is not 

explicitly discursive, it is a species of conceptual content, since its content is unified.   

Another way of understanding the distinction between propositional content and intuitional 

content is in terms of Aristotle’s passive/active distinction.  “[O]stensible seeings 'contain' their 

claims in a distinctive way, one that distinguishes them from other conceptual [better: 

propositional] episodes; they 'contain' their claims as ostensibly visually imposed or impressed 
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on their subject” (McDowell, 2009b, “Sellars on Perceptual Experience,” p. 12; McDowell's 

emphasis; citation omitted).  Both intuitional content and propositional content contain unified 

claims, but intuitional content is passively etched on the mind, whereas propositional content is 

actively conceptualized by the mind.  The passivity of intuitional content is connected to the 

faculty of sensibility.  The latter passively receives sensations.  Sensations are not actually 

linguistically articulated.  Its claims are passively received by a knowing subject.  Contrast this 

with judgments.  Judgments are actively articulated by a knowing subject.  They are products of 

the faculty of understanding.  However, as we saw in section 1.1, receptivity is necessarily 

implicated in spontaneity.  There is no genuine distinction between the faculties of sensibility and 

understanding, as they are interdependent.  Thus the passive faculty of sensibility is necessarily 

conceptual.  And so, again, while intuitional content is different from propositional content, 

intuitional content is actually a form of conceptual content.   

 But what exactly accounts for the unity of intuitional presentations?  What about the 

claim that the “logical togetherness” of visual--spatial contents is of the same kind as the unity of 

judgments?  What exactly does McDowell mean by logical togetherness?  What about the idea 

that, although intuitional content is non-discursive, it is transcendentally conditioned by 

propositional content which is intrinsically discursive? 

 McDowell's account of the unity of intuitional contents is Kantian.  McDowell writes: 

  The point is simply that it does not take cognitive work for   

  objects to come into view for us.  Mere synthesis just   

  happens; it is not our doing, unlike making judgments,   

  deciding what to think about something.  This is quite   

  consistent with holding that objects come into view for us   

  in actualizations of capacities that are fully conceptual,   

  capacities whose paradigmatic mode of actualization is in   
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  the exercise of cognitive responsibility that judging is.   

  (McDowell, 2009b, “The Logical Form of an Intuition,” p. 35) 

 

Objects are seen or come into view through the “mere synthesis” of the manifold of sensations.  

The mere synthesis of intuitional content is unconscious.  It simply occurs without our conscious 

awareness.  As such the conceptual content of sensations is passive, unlike the conceptual 

content of judgments.   

 Now the mere synthesis of intuitional content is bound by the faculty of imagination.  

The faculty of the imagination is a special faculty because it schematizes purely sensory and 

purely conceptual entities.  As such it acts as a mediator between two totally separable kinds of 

faculties.  It seems like for McDowell's Kantian view the faculty of imagination is partially 

conceptual, in which case it follows that intuitional content is a species of conceptual content.  In 

fact, the interdependence of the faculties of sensibility and understanding is a product of the 

faculty of imagination.  The faculty of imagination allows for the application of completely 

conceptual categories to sensory kinds.  This yields contentful categories.  Sensory objects, in 

turn, are determinate and meaningful because of conceptual categories.  Moreover, this 'activity' 

simply happens.  It is not a result of reflective deliberations.  Hence Kant's “blind but 

indispensable function of the soul.”   

 McDowell's thoughts are in accord with Sellars's regarding the unity of visual--spatial 

contents.  Sellars wrote: “[P]erceptual consciousness involves the [unconscious or passive] 

constructing of sense-image models of external objects.  This construction is the work of the 

imagination responding to the stimulation of the retina....The most significant fact is that the 

construction is a unified process.  The complex of abilities is a unified process.  The complex of 

abilities included in this process is what Kant calls 'productive'...imagination” (Sellars, 1978, sec. 
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26).  Furthermore: “[T]he phrase 'cube of pink (from a certain point of view)' refers both to an 

actual feature of the image-model and a component of the conceptual center of the demonstrative 

thought” (ibid., sec. 38; Sellars's emphasis).  And yet: “[T]he image-model does not have 

grammatical [or propositional] structure” (ibid., sec. 39).  The unity of intuitions involves both a 

surface structure and a deep structure.  The surface structure is the image.  The deep structure is a 

demonstrative expression, which is conceptual.  The thought here is that the surface structure of 

intuitional content is transcendentally conditioned by conceptual capacities.  In summation: 

  [F]or Kant intuitions are complex demonstrative thoughts   

  which have implicit grammatical (and hence categorical)   

  form.  [A]n intuitional representation...contains in embryo   

  the concept of a physical object now, over there, interacting  

  with other objects in a system which includes me.  It   

  embodies a proto-theory which contains perceivers of   

  objects in that world. (ibid., sec. 49; Sellars's emphasis) 

 

 There are at least two difficulties with McDowell's Kantian account of the unity of 

intuitions.  First, the account is vague, because it depends on a deeply mysterious faculty: the 

faculty of imagination.  The so-called faculty of imagination is nebulous, for how exactly does a 

faculty neatly intertwine two seemingly opposed faculties?  The faculty of sensibility is 

essentially passive; it passively receives sensory impressions.  The faculty of understanding is 

essentially active; it actively entertains concepts.  How exactly does the faculty of imagination 

seamlessly combine these two very different faculties in such a way as to yield a three-

dimensional perceptual experience?  The feat remains unexplained and is perhaps inexplicable.  

McDowell owes us an exacting explanation of how the purported accomplishment of the faculty 

of imagination is both possible and actual.  Unfortunately, his minimal empiricism does not 

provide an answer to this question.  But if his minimal empiricism does not provide an answer to 
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this pressing question, we are left without an adequate explanation of the unity of intuitions.  

Within the framework of minimal empiricism, Kant's faculty of imagination is merely posited 

and therefore unaccounted for.   

 Moreover, since McDowell's transcendental condition for experience is itself very 

unclear, this calls into question whether there even are transcendental conditions for experience.  

The idea that there are transcendental conditions for experience is obviously a guiding 

assumption of transcendental empiricism.  Mental content is not possible unless experience is 

transcendentally conditioned by rational and causal constraints.  Content necessarily depends on 

the tribunal of experience, which is causally given to a subject.  Unfortunately, McDowell's 

transcendental account of perceptual experience is unclear, since it depends on the nebulous 

faculty of the imagination.  In fact, it may be the case that there are no transcendental conditions 

for experience, as Hume's philosophy suggests.  Thus the most important question from modern 

philosophy persists, How are the categories schematized in such a way as to justify empirical 

knowledge?         

 Second, the simpler account of mental content is that intuitional content is different in 

kind from propositional content.  Instead of one kind of content, there are two kinds of contents.  

To be sure, this seems absurd.  Nevertheless, it is simpler to recognize two kinds of contents 

rather than one kind, because in the latter case we have to posit three faculties instead of two.  

And as we have just seen, the relations among these three facilities appear unnecessarily 

complex.  In addition, an account of these two kinds of contents need not revert to Kant's 

faculties of sensibility and understanding.  It is not as if these two kinds of contents would be 

ungrounded without Kantian speak.  Now Occam's razor tells us that ceteris paribus the simpler 
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explanation is probably more correct than the complex explanation.  The elementary probability 

calculus says the same thing.  Therefore there are probably two kinds of contents instead of one 

kind of content.   McDowell's procrustean distinction between intuitional contents and 

propositional contents is questionable.       

 A big problem for minimal empiricism is that it never specifies how a unifying function 

can be non-discursive.  Sure, both intuitional contents and propositional contents exhibit unity, 

and the understandable intuition is that one reduces to the other.  But this intuition has to be 

shown, not just assumed or “intuited.”  McDowell merely stipulates that propositional content 

and intuitional content are bound by the same unifying function.  But this stipulation is hardly 

obvious.  In fact, it would be very surprising if this stipulation were the case.  It seems that there 

are at least two fundamentally different kinds of unified mental contents.    

 

§ 3.2  Direct Realism and Linguistic Idealism 

 

There are two interconnected metaphysical consequences to McDowell's minimal empiricism.  

The first metaphysical consequence is the doctrine of direct realism.  McDowell's direct realism 

claims that mind and world are directly related in perceptual experience.  Perceptual experience 

provides us with direct access to the world and other minds.  There does not exist a “veil of 

perception.”  McDowell wrote: “[O]ur access to environmental objects in perception is direct” 

(McDowell, 1998c, “Intentionality De Re,” p. 274). 

 Indirect realism is a metaphysical consequence of traditional empiricism.  Indirect 

realism claims that there are representations which mediate our access to an external and internal 
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reality.  Now, either direct realism is the case or indirect realism is the case.  Assume indirect 

realism.  If indirect realism is the case, the Given immediately follows, as we have repeatedly 

seen.  Thus the metaphysical doctrine of indirect realism has intolerable, or nearly absurd, 

epistemological consequences.  Therefore direct realism must be the case.  What is more, the 

metaphysical doctrine of direct realism has acceptable epistemological consequences.  

Specifically, direct realism avoids the Given by substituting a conduit conception of experience 

for an interface conception of experience.  A conduit conception of sensory experience secures a 

direct connection between mind and world.  Traditional brands of empiricism fail to understand 

how mind and world are directly related in experience.  For traditional empiricists', the external 

or nonconceptual world casually impresses itself on the conceptual subject.  Consequently, 

traditional empiricism posits something Given---a representation---which supposedly bridges the 

gap between conceptuality and nonconceptuality.  But this sort of account of mental content 

entails skepticism.  We can never know, for certain, whether our representations are truly 

isomorphic to the states of affairs they purport to represent. 

 What follows from McDowell’s direct realism is a version of linguistic idealism.  

Linguistic idealism is the thesis that reality is fundamentally linguistic or propositional or 

conceptual.  Gaskin writes: “[O]ur access to any sector of the world is essentially linguistic” 

(Gaskin, 2006, p. 87, see note 67).  What is striking is that the entailment is bidirectional.  

Linguistic idealism entails the thesis of direct realism; and direct realism entails the thesis of 

linguistic idealism.  This is surprising, since direct realism and linguistic idealism are usually 

opposed to one another.  Nonetheless, McDowell insists that we can secure a direct connection 

between mind and world only if perceptual experience is conceptual.  If mind and world are 
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directly related in perceptual experience, then the content of experience itself must be infused 

with mind-like attributes, viz., conceptuality.  Conversely, the content of perceptual experience is 

conceptual only if there is a direct connection between mind and world.  Hence linguistic 

idealism is the case only if mind and world are directly related in perceptual experience.  This 

harmonizes with McDowell's system of interdependencies.   

 More to the point, a causal and rational relation between mind and world requires this 

metaphysical biconditional, for the causal and rational relations between mind and world are 

themselves interconnected.  Mind and world are causally connected via direct realism; and mind 

and world are rationally connected via linguistic idealism.  This metaphysical interconnection 

yields mental content.   

 (Actually, this has a Hegelian ring to it, at least in accordance with one influential 

interpretation of Hegel: 

…absolute true knowledge, in which the real and the ideal 

coincide.  But [Hegel] says that, in finding oneself in possession of 

the Truth---that is, of the ‘Science’ or ‘System’---one must not 

forget their origin, which is not coincidence, but opposition and 

interaction of the independent real and ideal. (Kojeve, 1969/1980, 

p. 153; Kojeve’s capitalization)   

 

Absolute true knowledge (for Kojeve's Hegel) involves the unification of the real and the ideal.  

However, before absolute knowledge, the independent real is distinct from the ideal.  We can 

hash this Hegelian idea out in terms of sense and reference.  Before “absolute true knowledge,” 

mind and world are referentially distinct.  At the consummation of absolute knowledge, however, 

mind and world form a union within Fregean sense.  Now, unfortunately, Hegel's notion of 

absolute knowledge is yet another Archimedean aspiration.  Absolute knowledge is a synoptic 

achievement; but synoptic achievements are unattainable.  However, we can dislodge this 
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Archimedean inclination, without jettisoning Kojeve's Hegelian principle.  Minimal empiricism 

thus “domesticates Hegelianism.”
1
)   

 McDowell’s linguistic idealism is closely associated with Sellars’s doctrine of 

psychological nominalism.  Rorty reported: 

As Sellars says…: all awareness of sorts, remembrances, facts, 

etc., in short all awareness of abstract entities---indeed, all 

awareness of even particulars---is a linguistic affair.  This doctrine, 

which he called ‘psychological nominalism’, entails that Locke, 

Berkeley, and Hume were wrong in thinking that we are ‘aware of 

certain determinate sorts…simply by virtue of having sensations 

and images’. (Sellars, 1956/1997, p. 4; Rorty’s emphasis; citation 

omitted) 

 

Traditional empiricism is false, for it missed Sellars’s point.  Sellars's point is that awareness of 

sensations and perceptions is necessarily conceptual or linguistic or propositional.  Traditional 

empiricists' thought that awareness of sensations and perceptions was an entirely nonconceptual 

affair.  But it is not.  On the contrary, Kant's critical philosophy demonstrated that the knowing 

subject actively imposes conceptual structure onto sensations and perceptions.  This is a 

transcendental condition for sensations and perceptions.  McDowell basically accepts Sellars’s 

claim.  And if Sellars's claim is correct, then experience is conceptual.  This is the thesis of 

psychological nominalism and linguistic idealism.   

 There are two types of linguistic idealism: strong and weak.  Gaskin’s minimalist 

empiricism is a strong version of linguistic idealism; it is an unmodified version of Sellars's 

psychological nominalism.  Strong linguistic idealism claims that awareness of content is 

necessarily propositional.  Gaskin's strong linguistic idealism is implicated in his location of 

propositions at the level of reference.  The world speaks its own language.  In effect, Gaskin 

                                                 
1 For an entertaining and edifying expansion on this idea, see Richard J. Bernstein (2002). 
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takes McDowell's “unboundedness of the conceptual” slogan to its logical conclusion.  But he 

should not take it to its logical conclusion, as we saw in section 2.4.  Even if the content of 

perception is propositional in Gaskin's “transcendental” sense, this does not entail a strong 

version of linguistic idealism.  Just because we can articulate, say, a whale's perceptual 

experience in propositional terms, it does not follow that a whale's perceptual experience is 

propositional in a transcendental sense.   

  Weak linguistic idealism is the assertion that there is a distinction between intuitional 

content and propositional content; and yet both are forms of conceptual content.  We have 

witnessed the difficulties confronting Gaskin's strong linguistic idealism.  And in the last section 

I presented reasons for doubting that there is a genuine distinction between intuitional content 

and propositional content.  So neither strong nor weak linguistic idealism is correct.  

(Incidentally, one might wonder whether there is a corresponding distinction between strong 

direct realism and weak direct realism?  No.  Direct realism does not admit of degrees.  You are 

either a direct realist or you are not.) 

  

   § 3.3  Minimal Empiricism vis-à-vis Phenomenology 

 

Why phenomenology?  There are at least two good reasons.  First, Hubert Dreyfus, a prominent 

phenomenological existentialist, has recently critiqued McDowell's minimal empiricism.  

Second, Dreyfus's phenomenology represents a distinct alternative to the dilemma of mental 

content.  He allegedly resolves, not dissolves, the dilemma by taking the second horn---but the 

second horn is conceived from a non-sideways-on perspective, so it is not Given in McDowell's 
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objectionable sense.  Dreyfus maintains minimal empiricism's non-sideways-on metaphilosophy, 

but he does not go so far as to say that all content is conceptual.  There is an epistemologically 

respectable form of nonconceptual content, provided that it is placed within a non-sideways-on 

framework.  McDowell assumes that if there are two kinds of contents, they must interact from 

sideways-on.  But this does not necessarily hold.  It is perfectly consistent to claim that there are 

two kinds of contents which are related from within a non-sideways-on framework. 

 Dreyfus offers nothing less than “a phenomenological analysis of the nonconceptual 

embodied coping skills we share with animals and infants” (Dreyfus, 2005, p. 47).  For Dreyfus, 

mental content is determined by embodied copying.   We are embodied agents, coping with a 

world saturated with relevance (or meaning).  In order to successfully cope with a contextual 

situation, one must “know how” to finesse it, as it were.  In contemporary epistemology, “know 

how” is typically distinguished from “know that.”
2
  Knowing that something is the case requires 

conceptual capacities, whereas knowing how to do something demands nonconceptual 

capacities.  For example, if one successfully drives his or her car to work, one knows how to do 

it.  It is not the case that, in order to know how to drive to work, a person must know that they 

drive to work.  This would not make sense.  Certainly one knows that one drives to work, but this 

knowledge is conceptually dependent on knowing how to drive to work.  This is just one 

quotidian example.  For the phenomenologist, know how is ubiquitous.  Indeed, know how 

generates know that, not vice versa: “[I]f you strip away relevance and start with context-free 

facts [= conceptual content], you can't get relevance back.  Happily, however, we are, as Martin 

Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty put it, always already in a world that is organized in 

                                                 
2
 The distinction originates with Gilbert Ryle.  See his landmark (1949/1984). 
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terms of our bodies and interests and thus permeated by relevance” (ibid., p. 49; Dreyfus's 

emphasis).   

 Know how involves nonconceptual capacities.  When these nonconceptual capacities are 

actualized, we have an instance of nonconceptual content.  For example, riding a bicycle requires 

nonconceptual capacities.  Once the capacity is actualized, the action of riding a bicycle is an 

instance of nonconceptual content.  One knows how to ride a bicycle, and this knowledge is prior 

to knowing that one can ride a bicycle.  In other words, nonconceptual content is prior to 

conceptual content. 

 Notice how this dovetails with Piaget's theory of cognitive development.  For Piaget, 

formal operational development is rooted in sensorimotor development.  Similarly, for Dreyfus, 

propositional content is rooted in nonconceptual content.  For both Piaget and Dreyfus, content 

of any kind begins with motor intentionality. 

 The phenomenological notion of nonconceptual content more or less reduces to the 

crucial notion of embodied coping.  The content of embodied coping is very similar to the 

content of sensorimotor development.  An infant is embodied in an environment.  Consequently, 

the infant has to learn how to cope with his or her environment.  Furthermore, the notion of 

embodied coping is constructed within a non-sideways-on metaphilosophy.  With embodied 

coping or Heideggerian “being-in-the-world,” there is no room for two relata (mind and world), 

much less a third relatum.  Here is Charles Taylor's (2002) synopsis of the phenomenologists' 

point: 

We are able to form conceptual beliefs guided by our surroundings, 

because we live in a pre-conceptual engagement with these which 

involves understanding.  Transactions in this space are not causal 

processes among neutral elements, but the sensing of and response 
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to relevance.  The very idea of an inner zone with an external 

boundary can't get started here, because our living things in a 

certain relevance can't be situated 'within' the agent; it is in the 

transaction itself....The understanding is in the interaction; it can't 

be drawn on outside of this, in the absence of the relevant 

surroundings. (Taylor, 2002, p. 114)
3
 

 

This passage contains three claims.  First, conceptual content depends on embodied coping or 

nonconceptual content.  Conceptual content is just the tip of the iceberg, so to speak.  Second, 

nonconceptual content is meaningful, since it is the result of a relevant transaction.  Third, the 

notion of embodied coping discards the subject/object dichotomy, because embodied coping is a 

unitary phenomenon.  These three claims collectively resolve the dilemma of mental content.  

Nonconceptual content is given to us, but it is meaningful because it is saturated with relevance.  

In other words, the second “horn” of the dilemma is not in fact a horn.  For it is false that, if 

content is given, it must be epistemologically problematic. 

 According to Dreyfus, McDowell's minimal empiricism is guilty of what he refers to as 

the “Myth of the Mental.”  Here is an evocative statement of the Myth of the Mental: “For 

McDowell, mind is everywhere the pure given is not, that is to say, 'all the way out'.  Precisely 

because the myth of the pure Given is dead, we must understand our experience as conceptually 

permeated through and through.  Thus, like a vulture, the Myth of the Mental feeds off the 

carcass of the Myth of the Given” (Dreyfus, 2005, p. 57; Dreyfus's emphasis).  Dreyfus grants 

McDowell's objections to the Given, but this need not entail that the content of perceptual 

                                                 
3 It should be mentioned that some of these phenomenological facts are encapsulated in 

contemporary relevance theory, which was initiated by Paul Grice.  See his pathbreaking 

(1957/2001) “Meaning” and (1975/2001) “Logic and Conversation.”  McDowell's relation to 

Grice's conversational implicatures is strained and complex.  It is beyond the parameters of this 

dissertation. 
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experience is conceptual.  To think that there is such an entailment is to substitute the Myth of 

the Mental for the Myth of the Given.  Hence there must be something to the idea of 

nonconceptual content.  Not Evans's notion of nonconceptual content---which is a form of the 

Myth of the Given---but a phenomenological notion.   

 Ironically, minimal empiricism is the result of a false dichotomy.  This is ironic because 

minimal empiricism is supposed to dissolve dichotomies.  Dreyfus states: “A 'bare Given' and the 

'thinkable' are not our only alternatives.  We must accept the possibility that our ground-level 

coping opens up the world by opening us to a meaningful Given---a Given that is nonconceptual 

but not bare” (ibid., p. 55; Dreyfus's emphasis).  Minimal empiricism asserts that all content is 

either conceptual or Given.  But there is a third way.  There exists a meaningful kind of 

nonconceptual content which is Given.  “[T]he Given needn't be understood as bare.  It can be 

pure in the sense of nonconceptual, and yet...still have motivating content” (ibid., p. 58; 

Dreyfus's emphasis). 

 Dreyfus's concept of nonconceptual content is elucidated in terms of “affordances.”  An 

affordance is an aspect of the world which allows a subject to act on it.  It affords an opportunity 

for action.  These actions are initially nonconceptual, given that they are incapable of 

conceptualization.  Infants and animals cannot conceptualize the motivating content of an 

affordance, even though the content of the affordance is meaningful.  Consider an infant learning 

to use his or her elbows in order to move his or her body forward.  An infant's motor behavior, 

which is a result of sensations and perceptions, is a rational response to his or her environment. 

And yet the content of these sensations and perceptions cannot be conceptualized. 
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 Additionally, Dreyfus's conception of perception is holistic.  He states: “We directly 

perceive affordances and respond to them without beliefs and justifications being involved.  

Moreover, these affordances are interrelated and it is our familiarity with the whole context of 

affordances that gives us our ability to orient ourselves and find our way about” (ibid., p. 59).  

An “affordance” is meaningful only within the context of an interrelated package of other 

affordances.  As such its content is inherently holistic.  Conceptual content, on the other hand, is 

not holistic; it is particulate or individuated or determinate.  Just think of Frege's context 

principle.  Roughly, Frege's context principle asserts that conceptual content is meaningful only 

within the context of a determinate sentence. 

 So, to repeat, it turns out that conceptual content does depend on nonconceptual content.  

And this dependence is epistemologically decent.  In fact, this dependence is epistemologically 

necessary, for perceptual experience and perceptual beliefs would not be possible unless 

embodied coping were the case: 

  Minimally, nothing could be a percept without a    

  surrounding sense of myself as perceiving agent, moving in  

  some surroundings, of which this bit of yellow is a feature.   

  If we try to think all this orientation away, then we get   

  something which is close to unthinkable as an experience, 'less  

  even than a dream', as Kant puts it. (Taylor, 2002, p. 112)   

 

A distinct yellow percept presupposes a holistic context of interrelated affordances.  Distinct 

perceptual experiences do exist, as demonstrated by yellow percepts.  Therefore there must exist 

a holistic context of interrelated affordances.  Thus a phenomenological account of content is 

transcendental, just like minimal empiricism.  The transcendental condition for determinate 

content is a holistic context which comprises interlocking affordances.  Nonetheless, Dreyfus's 

and McDowell's transcendental accounts are extremely different.  A phenomenological account 
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of content is transcendental in the sense that content is not possible unless embodied coping is 

the case.  Minimal empiricism's account of content is transcendental in the sense that content is 

not possible unless content and concept are interconnected.    

 Now according to Dreyfus, embodied coping or nonconceptual content is something we 

share with animals and infants.  What makes our perceptual experience sui generis is our 

capacity for conceptual or analytical thought.  Dreyfus acknowledges that mature, human 

perceptual experience is imbued with conceptual content.  But he heavily qualifies this fact: 

  [A]nalytic attention brings about a radical transformation of  

  the affordances given to absorbed coping.  Only then can   

  we have an experience of objects with properties, about   

  which we can form beliefs, make judgments and justify   

  inferences.  At the same time, however, this transformation   

  covers up the nonconceptual perception and coping that   

  made our openness to the world possible in the first place.   

  (Dreyfus, 2005, p. 61) 

 

Conceptual content is a function of our capacity for analytical thought.  Still, analytical thought 

presupposes that we are “always already” coping with an embodied context.  Alternatively, 

formal operational thought presupposes the actualization of sensorimotor capacities.   

 Dreyfus considers a McDowellian objection to his phenomenological account of content 

and presents a quick response.  Consider a chess master: 

  [T]here must be one structure in common to situations that  

  reliably solicit one type of tactical response, and another to  

  those situations that reliably solicit another.  It seems that  

  one ought to, at least in principle, be able to articulate this  

  structure in terms of reasons.  But all we have a right to  

  conclude from our phenomenology of expertise is that there 

  must be some detectable invariant features in what J.J.  

  Gibson calls the ambient optic array and that human  

  beings and animals can learn to respond to them.  These  

  features, although available to the perceptual system,  
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  needn't be available to the mind. (ibid., p. 54; Dreyfus's  

  emphasis) 

 

The tactical responses of a chess master are rational responses to a holistic affordance, even 

though he or she cannot specify those responses in propositional terms.  A chess master rationally 

responds to an “ambient optic array,” which is perceptual in a nonconceptual sense.  An ambient 

optic array is meaningful.  It is saturated with relevance, but it is not propositional, even in 

principle.  Thus, because of contextual considerations, there is a genuine distinction between 

perception and conception, between content and concept.  The content of perceptual experience 

is not conceptual, but it is relevant---and this relevance cannot be linguistically articulated, even 

in principle.    

 McDowell claims that Dreyfus's response is not satisfactory, since “detectable invariant 

features” would not be available to a perceptual system unless those features were themselves 

conceptual.  Dreyfus's response to the McDowellian objection begs the very question against the 

transcendental empiricist.  In fact, McDowell argues that there is no Myth of the Mental, because 

embodied coping is conceptual.  More specifically, the Myth of the Mental is rooted in what 

McDowell dubs the “Myth of the Disembodied Intellect.”  It is a myth to think that bodily or 

motor content is distinct from conceptual content.  In keeping with McDowell's interdependency 

thesis, bodily and conceptual content are interconnected.  They both belong to Sellars's space of 

reasons.  “[Phenomenlogists] tackle the phenomenology of embodiment in the context of the 

assumption I have attacked, that the phenomenology of embodiment must be kept free of 

involvement on the part of conceptual rationality” (McDowell, 2009a, “What Myth?” p. 322).  



              111 

But the phenomenology of embodiment is necessarily conceptual.  This follows from 

McDowell's concept of second nature: 

  [W]hy should we accept that embodied coping skills are,   

  just as such, nonconceptual?  If they are not, Dreyfus has no  

  ground for his claim that to find mind everywhere in a   

  distinctly human perceptual engagement with the world is   

  to fall into a myth.  I do not have to ignore embodied   

  coping; I have to hold that, in mature adult human beings,   

  embodied coping is permeated with mindedness.  And that   

  is exactly what I do hold. (ibid., p. 309) 

 

Coping with a contextual situation is inherently conceptual.  We could not successfully cope with 

a contextual situation unless the situation were itself conceptual.  In order to successfully cope 

with a contextual situation, one must bring to bear discursive capacities.  Dreyfus's 

phenomenological account of content misses this important point. 

 Invoking Gadamer's distinction between being oriented toward the world and merely 

inhabiting an environment, McDowell writes:   

  Dreyfus dismisses the thesis that mind is pervasive in a   

  distinctively human life as myth, on the ground that the   

  thesis cannot be combined with a proper phenomenology of  

  embodied coping skills and a proper placement of    

  embodied coping skills in an account of our orientation   

  towards the world.  But I have been arguing that this is   

  wrong.  Acknowledging the pervasiveness of mind in a   

  distinctive human life is consistent with appreciating   

  these phenomenological insights. 

   This is nicely illustrated by Gadamer's...distinction   

  between being oriented towards the world and merely   

  inhabiting an environment. (ibid., p. 317) 

 

An animal's life is merely embodied; it merely inhabits an environment.  An animal has a first 

nature but lacks a second nature.  A distinctively human life is both embodied and rational.  A 
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human being is freely oriented toward the world he or she inhabits.  A person enjoys a second 

nature.     

 Now Dreyfus accepts Gadamer's distinction, but he thinks that the distinction lends 

further support to his phenomenological account of content, rather than McDowell's: 

  [C]onsider the case of Chuck Knoblauch.  As second  

  baseman for the New York Yankees, Knoblauch was so  

  successful he was voted best infielder of the year, but one  

  day, rather than simply fielding a hit and throwing the ball  

  to first base, it seems he stepped back and took up a 'free,  

  distanced orientation' towards the ball and how he was  

  throwing it---to the mechanics of it, as he put it.  After that,  

  he couldn't recover his former absorption and often--- 

  though not always---threw the ball to first base   

  erratically---once into the face of a spectator. (Dreyfus,  

  2007a, p. 354) 

 

Chuck Knoblauch's baseball career illustrates Gadamer's concept of being freely oriented toward 

the world.  Instead of inhabiting his environment, Knoblauch freely chose to distance himself 

from his environment.  Consequently, his conceptual capacities interfered with his nonconceptual 

capacities.  So the Myth of the Mental is not rooted in the Myth of the Disembodied Intellect, 

since conceptual content clearly depends on embodied coping.  Therefore the Myth of the Mental 

holds:   

  McDowell says that reflection just makes explicit the   

  conceptual content one was already implicitly acting on in   

  coping (and the implicit 'I think' attached to it).  But   

  reflection must introduce some other sort of content.  If it   

  was the same sort of content as before reflection, there   

  would be no way to explain why Knoblauch performs so   

  well under one condition and so poorly in the other. (ibid.,   

  p. 360) 
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Knoblauch's conceptual capacities disrupted his nonconceptual capacities.  If nonconceptual 

content were not distinct from conceptual content, this would not have occurred.  But it did.  

Thus conceptual content is materially distinct from nonconceptual content or embodied coping.  

Dreyfus concludes that: 

  [A]bsorbed bodily coping, its motor intentional content,   

  and the world's interconnected solicitations to act provide   

  the background on the basis of which it becomes possible   

  for the mind with its conceptual content to think about and   

  act upon a categorically unified world. (ibid., pp. 360-361) 

 

 McDowell rejoins: 

 

  [T]he sad case of Chuck Knoblauch is no problem for me.    

  Knoblauch has an ability to realize a certain practical   

  concept (the concept of throwing efficiently to first base).    

  But he lost his ability because he started thinking about 'the  

  mechanics', about how throwing efficiently to first base is   

  done.  The effect was that throwing efficiently to first base   

  stopped being a basic action for him.  The most this case   

  could show is that when mindedness gets detached from   

  immersion in activity, it can be the enemy of embodied   

  coping (to echo Dreyfus's wording).  It cannot show that   

  mindedness is not in operation when one is immersed in   

  embodied coping.  When Knoblauch still had the bodily   

  skill that he lost, his mindedness was in operation in   

  exercises of his skill.  His throwing efficiently to first base   

  was his realizing a concept of a thing to do....When    

  Gadamer talks of a 'free, distanced' orientation, he is not   

  talking about an attitude that is contemplative as opposed to  

  practically engaged. (McDowell, 2009a, “Response to Dreyfus,”  

  pp. 325-326) 

 

Knoblauch chose to freely distance himself from his embodied coping.  Knoblauch's choice was 

a result of his mind, but his subsequent actions were fully embodied.  After his choice was 

implemented, he began incorrectly coping with his world.  So while Knoblauch's freedom was a 

product of his mind, his freedom necessarily displayed itself in his faulty bodily behavior.  His 



              114 

embodied coping became pathological.  But if this is the case, then McDowell is not fallaciously 

separating the mind from the body.  The choices of the mind cannot be principally distinguished 

from the actions of the body.  Thus McDowell’s minimal empiricism is not guilty of the Myth of 

the Mental.  McDowell concludes that: 

  We should not start with the assumption that mindedness,   

  the characteristic in virtue of which I am the thinking thing   

  I am, is alien to unreflective immersion in bodily life.  If we  

  let our conception of mindedness be controlled by the   

  thought that mindedness is operative even in our    

  unreflective perceiving and acting, we can regain an   

  integrated conception of ourselves, as animals, and---what   

  comes with that---beings whose life is pervasively bodily,   

  but of a distinctively rational kind. (ibid., p. 328) 

 

An “integrated conception” of humanity affirms that body and mind are interdependent.  These 

affirmations follow from the ontological thesis that we possess a second nature.    

 Dreyfus's response: 

  [The] pervasiveness claim [i.e., the claim that perceptual   

  experience is conceptual]...seems to be based on a category   

  mistake.  Capacities are exercised on occasion, but that   

  does not allow one to conclude that, even when they are not  

  exercised, they are, nonetheless, 'operative' and thus   

  pervade all our activities.  Capacities can't pervade    

  anything.  So, to describe the status of concepts that are   

  somehow “operative” even when they are not    

  “experienced” as operative, McDowell introduces the   

  technical term  “conceptuality.”  But without any    

  phenomenological description of what it is like for our   

  absorbed coping to be pervaded by conceptuality, it is not   

  clear what meaning we should give to this term. (Dreyfus,   

  2007b, p. 372; citation omitted) 

 

A “capacity” is not “operative.”  As it is only a capacity.  It has the potential to be operative, as 

when we actually exercise judgments.  But it is wrong to think that conceptual capacities are 

somehow mysteriously operative in perceptual experience.  To think this thought is to commit a 
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category mistake.  We can meaningfully talk about conceptual capacities which are operative in 

judgments, but we cannot meaningfully talk about conceptual capacities which are 'operative' in 

perceptual experience.  But if this is correct, then McDowell is guilty of intellectualizing 

perceptual experiences---and his intellectualism is a result of a category mistake.  Thus the Myth 

of the Mental still holds. 

 McDowell would respond by insisting that conceptual capacities are actually operative in 

perceptual experience.  Yes, there is a distinction between that which is operative and that which 

is a capacity.  The latter is possible; the former is actual.  But conceptual capacities actually are 

operative in perceptual experience.  Hence perceptual experience is pervaded with conceptual 

capacities.  No category mistake is committed.  And so Dreyfus's accusation of the Myth of 

Mental is false. 

 This is all well and good, however, it seems that McDowell's response does not 

sufficiently appreciate the vastness of context.  According to phenomenology, all perceptual 

experiences are contextual in Dreyfus’s holistic sense.  Even the simplest perceptual experiences 

are holistic entities, as with red patches.  The perceptual experience of a red patch presumably 

incorporates the geometry of the red patch, the gradations of redness, the amount of light on the 

red patch, its nearness to the perceiver's body, its background, its foreground, etc.  Assume that 

these aspects can be fully captured by language, either with definite descriptions or 

demonstrative expressions.  In addition to these features, the perceptual experience of a red patch 

is also determined by the perceiver.  The perceptual experience of a red patch involves the 

perceiver's own conscious and unconscious judgments; it involves the perceiver's history of 

perceptions and sensations; it involves the perceiver's temperament, personality, motivations, 
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talents, skills, physical appearance, intelligence, political affiliation, etc.  And these multifaceted 

factors are determined, in part, by a cultural tradition for which the perceiver participates in.  The 

entire transaction is truly non-enumerable.   

 The context makes the perception possible.  And since aspects of the perception are not 

enumerable, even in principle, it follows that important elements of perceptual experiences are 

nonconceptual. 

 To think that an entire contextual situation can be articulated is to assume something like 

an Archimedean perspective, a perspective which is outside a given context.  It is the thought that 

one can transcend one's context and conceptually enumerate all of its elements.  But this 

presumes a prohibited sideways-on metaphilosophical approach.  It assumes that there exists an 

a-conceptual perspective from which one can conceptualize all aspects of the holistic context of a 

given perception.  However, this assumption is not only false, it neglects the Heideggerian point 

of “being-in-the world.”  With the concept of being-in-the world, there is no room for removing 

oneself from one's embodied coping.  Perceptual experiences are not transcendentally 

conditioned by judgments or concepts.  Rather, they are transcendentally conditioned by 

embodied coping, elements of which do not admit of conceptualization.   

 For McDowell, embodied coping basically reduces to conceptual content.  McDowell 

grants that perception is a function of the entire context from which the content of the perception 

is embedded.  Yet he thinks that the surrounding context can be completely conceptualized.  But 

the surrounding context cannot be completely conceptualized, as we have just seen.  This is not 

to say that none of the perceptual content embedded in a holistic context is conceptual.  Many 

elements of a context are conceptual.  And Dreyfus acknowledges this.  But it is false to think 



              117 

that all aspects of a holistic context are conceptual.  This is a hasty generalization.  McDowell's 

minimal empiricism becomes ad hoc in the face of Dreyfus's phenomenological results.  I 

conclude that McDowell is guilty of the Myth of the Mental.  It is a myth that perceptual 

experiences are either conceptual or nothing to us.  To believe otherwise is to intellectualize 

perceptual experiences.  Dreyfus's accusation of the Myth of the Mental says in effect that 

McDowell is guilty of intellectualism.  However, as stated in section 2.3, an intellectualized 

account of perception produces an intermediary between mind and world, in which case 

McDowell's minimal empiricism does not establish a direct realism. 

 Dreyfus's phenomenology reminds us of the centrality of context with regard to mental 

content.  Context undergirds both content and concept.  This fact is a result of phenomenological 

analyses of experiences.  A phenomenological analysis of experience reveals an astonishingly 

complex and holistic occurrence, aspects of which are nonconceptual if not ineffable. 

  

§ 3.4  Sensation, Perception and Belief 

 

Since minimal empiricism asserts that direct realism is the case if and only if linguistic idealism 

is the case, it is actually a form of Kantianism.  Here is a statement of McDowell's version of 

Kantianism, which is expressed in term of Wittgenstein’s early philosophy: 

The form of thought is already just as such the form of the world.  

It is a form that is subjective and objective together….Here we 

have, at least programmatically, an idealism that does not diverge 

from common-sense realism.  Given its claim to match common 

sense, it is appropriate that the slogan that expresses this idealism 

“The world is everything that is the case” should be truistic…not 

an expression of some contentious metaphysics. (McDowell, 

2009b, “Conceptual Capacities in Perception,” pp. 143-144) 
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Common sense realism maintains that we have unproblematic knowledge of an external world.  

This claim from common sense realism would be false unless idealism were the case.  More 

specifically, we have unproblematic or direct knowledge of an objective world only if subject 

and object, or mind and world, share the same logical form.  Both mind and world partake of 

conceptual content.  Thus linguistic idealism is an exposition of the thesis of direct realism.  The 

very first sentence of Wittgenstein's Tractatus is not some grand metaphysical claim; it is a 

semantic claim (according to McDowell).  It is articulating the content of the concept “world.”  It 

is explicating what we mean by an independent world.  Our common sense notion of the world is 

clarified in terms of semantic facts.  (Debatably, Wittgenstein's early and later work is philosophy 

of language without metaphysics.)    

 Earlier in the same section, McDowell writes: 

Any idealism with a chance of being credible must aspire to being 

such that, if thought through, it stands revealed as fully cohering 

with the realism of common sense.  Kant, for instance, has that 

aspiration for his transcendental idealism….However, because of 

the way he treats the forms of our sensibility, he fails to entitle 

himself to that claim.  In his picture, the world as we experience it 

seems, in respect of its apparent spatial and temporal organization, 

to be a mere reflection of self-standing features of our subjectivity.  

So the aim at a coincidence with realism fails. (ibid., p. 141) 

 

Kantian transcendental idealism, with its commitment to a noumenal realm, does not achieve a 

correspondence between common sense realism and idealism.  Common sense realism is surely 

not the belief that there is a noumenal reality external to an empirical reality.  So Kant's idealism 

is anything but an explication of common sense realism.  But a “credible” form of idealism must 

logically imply common sense realism.  If an idealistic philosophy does not imply common sense 

realism, it is just childish metaphysics.   
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 Put another way, McDowell embraces Strawson’s Kant: “I am not sure that Strawson’s 

Kant is really Kant, but I am convinced that Strawson’s Kant comes close to achieving what Kant 

wanted to achieve” (McDowell, 1996, p. viii).
4
  Strawson's Kant is Kantian philosophy without 

things-in-themselves, and Strawson's Kant allows Kantian philosophy to achieve a vindication 

proper of common sense realism.  Kantian idealism can coincide with realism---but only if we 

extrude the incoherent notion of noemena.  Still, common sense reality is transcendentally 

conditioned by the categories and pure intuitions. 

 Most brands of realism assume that idealism can be avoided, but only if phenomenal 

content is underwritten by noumenal 'content'.  The latter supposedly acts as a transcendental 

object underwriting phenomenal content.  Yet so-called noumenal 'content' is nonsensical, for 

noumenal 'stuff' is, by definition, contentless.  It cannot serve a useful purpose in a philosophical 

theory of content.  What is more, noumenal content is unnecessary for common sense realism, 

since weak linguistic idealism entails common sense realism (and vice versa).  (These reflections 

reinforce my critique of Gaskin's critique of McDowell's philosophy of language, since Gaskin's 

critique presupposes that McDowell's philosophy of language smuggles in noumenal speak.  The 

fact of the matter is: things-in-themselves are repellent to McDowell.): 

McDowell does not of course deny any of the common-sense 

thoughts about observation.  Indeed, it is part of his project to 

establish them.  But he thinks he can only do so by firmly placing 

the facts about butter, cars and cats “within” the conceptual sphere.  

More precisely, it is the very things that Mary knows---that the 

butter is in the fridge and so on---that are to be enfolded in the 

sphere or space of concepts. (Blackburn, 2006, p. 207) 

 

                                                 
4
 For Strawson's Kant, see Strawson (1966). 
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There is no gap between perceptual beliefs and perceptual experiences, as they are both 

conceptual kinds.  Beliefs possess propositional content.  They exhibit active conceptual content.  

Perceptions, on the other hand, are intuitional.  They possess passive conceptual content.  So 

there are two species of the same genus.  This is the thesis of McDowell's direct realism.  But 

notice if perceptual beliefs are directly related to perceptual experiences, then it must be the case 

that perceptual experiences are themselves direct or immediate.  Thus it would appear that 

McDowell's direct realism entails that perceptual experience is immediate.   

Here is a statement of McDowell's direct realism: 

  I [do] not mean to imply that experience yields premises  

  for inferences whose conclusions are the contents of  

  perceptual beliefs.  On the contrary, I think experience  

  directly [or immediately] reveals things to be as they are believed 

  to be in perceptual beliefs, or at least seems to do that.  But it is 

  hard to make that cohere with supposing experiences have  

  the same kind of content as beliefs.... 

   Taking experience to comprise intuitions, in the  

  sense I have explained, removes this problem.  It   

  should not even seem that the way intuitions entitle   

  us to beliefs involves an inferential structure.  If   

  an object is present to one through the presence to   

  one of some of its properties, in an intuition in   

  which concepts of those properties exemplify a unity that  

  constitutes the content of a formal concept of an object,  

  one is thereby entitled to judge that one is confronted by  

  an object with those properties.  The entitlement derives  

  from the presence to one of the object itself, not from a  

  premise for an inference, at one's disposal by being the  

  content of one's experience. (McDowell, 2009b, “Avoiding the 

  Myth of the Given,” pp. 270-271) 

 

Beliefs based on experiences are not inferential derivations, since the content of judgments and 

the content of intuitions are both bound by the same unifying function.  And this unifying 



              121 

function is thoroughly conceptual.  This is indeed a simple model of content.  Mind and world 

are directly related in perceptual experience, which itself is presumably direct.   

 McDowell also expresses his direct realism in terms of the space of rationality: 

 

I have connected responsiveness to reasons as such, and hence 

conceptual capacities, with reasoning.  That is to put the relevant 

notion of rationality in the context of a notion of inference, 

understood broadly enough to cover acting in consequence of 

practical reasoning as well as coming to believe something in 

consequence of theoretical reasoning…. 

But my aim was to spell out how the idea of rationality is in 

play when we explain perceptual beliefs in terms of experience.  

And here the notion of inference gets no grip.  When one acquires 

beliefs in this way, one comes to believe that things are as one’s 

experience reveals, or at least seems to reveal, that things are.  The 

content that the explanation attributes to the experience is the same 

as the content of the belief explained, not a premise from which it 

would make sense to think of the subject as having reached the 

belief by an inferential step. (McDowell, 2009b, “Conceptual 

Capacities in Perception,” p. 131) 

 

Our ability to respond to reasons is a function of our ability to infer one belief from another 

belief.  That is, our capacity to act within the space of reasons is a function of our capacity to 

rationally infer one judgment from another.  Beliefs based on reason are deductively inferential.  

Beliefs based on perceptions are different.  Beliefs based on perceptions are immediate as 

opposed to inferential.  It may seem that perceptual beliefs are inferences from perceptual 

experiences, but this is not the case.  There is no inference from an impression to a perceptual 

belief, since impressions and beliefs are equally conceptual.  Again, this is a consequence of 

McDowell's direct realism.   

 Moreover, McDowell claims that his direct realism is part and parcel of empiricism in 

general: 
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[There is] a respectable empiricist ancestry…, according to which 

what is “given” in a sensation of a green light flashing is just that, 

a green light flashing.  The sensory states enjoyed by a perceiver 

themselves already have intentional content, and the sense in 

which perceptual beliefs are grounded in sensation is that they 

derive their intentional content from the intentional content of the 

sensory states they are based on.  That, on this view, is what 

believing one’s senses is.  No inference is involved, and there is no 

intermediary.  We just accept what the senses conjointly give. 

  I think this is just the shape an acceptable empiricism must 

 have….It is precisely to provide for the thought that perceptual 

 experience can directly open us to the world that I claim we must 

 see experience as an actualization of conceptual capacities, 

 capacities that belong to our special character as rational animals. 

 (ibid., p. 140)  

 

A “respectable empiricist” denies that we initially have an immediate experience of a flashing 

green light, and then infer a belief about the content of the experience.  To the contrary, 

perceptual beliefs are immediate.  Perceptual beliefs are not conclusions logically derived from 

perceptual experiences, because there is no logical inference from perceptual experiences to 

perceptual judgments.   

 More broadly, minimal empiricism's non-sideways-on metaphilosophical orientation 

implies that perceptual beliefs and perceptual experiences are directly related.  Otherwise there is 

an unacceptable gap between mind and world.    

 Now it might seem that Berkeley’s understanding of perceptual experience is markedly 

distinct from McDowell's.  For Berkeley, perceptual experience itself is inductively inferential.  

According to Berkeley, it is not the case that we immediately perceive a three-dimensional 

world.  While sensations are immediate, perceptions are not.  A two-dimensional sensation is 

immediate, but three dimensional perceptions are not, as we will see presently.  Sensations, then, 

are different in kind from perceptions.  McDowell’s direct realism, however, depends on the 
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claim that perceptual experience is itself immediate.  But since perceptual experience is not 

immediate, McDowell's direct realism must be false.  Before adjudicating this matter, what can 

be said for Berkeley’s seemingly opposed picture? 

 Several things.  First, let's quickly consider the psychology of perception.  The latter 

strongly suggests that perceptual experience itself is inferential.  According to the psychology of 

perception, we infer a third dimension from the two dimensions of sight to our three-dimensional 

perceptual experience.  Sight provides the two dimensions of height and width.  “[W]hat is 

immediately seen is a two-dimensional spatial arrangement of light and colour” (Armstrong, 

1960, pp. 6-7).  And our tactile modality provides the third dimension of volume.  These two 

distinct sensory modalities are interwoven, yielding a three-dimensional perceptual experience.  

Three-dimensional perceptual experiences seem immediate only because the process of 

integrating these two sensory modalities is an unconscious learning process.   

 Or consider the classic thought experiment from the philosophy of perception.  Imagine a 

blind man who can distinguish a cube and a sphere by his sense of touch.  Then imagine that the 

blind person gains sight.  Without touching the object, would he still be able to distinguish a 

cube from a sphere by his newfangled sense of sight?  No.  The blind man would not have a 

perceptual experience of a cone.  He would have to learn how to perceive cones.  It would take 

him a very long time to integrate his visual sensations and his tactile sensations in such a way as 

to perceptually experience cones.  (It might not even be possible.)  The point is that the blind 

man would have to learn how to perceive three-dimensional objects.  And this shows that our 

perceptual experiences are inferences from visual sensations.  We do empirically infer a third 
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dimension from our visual sensations.  We unconsciously associate sensations in such a way that 

perception becomes possible.   

 Although the phenomenology of perceptual experience suggests that three-dimensional 

perceptions are immediate, this is empirically false.  Berkeley wrote: “[T]he ideas of space, 

outness, and things placed at a distance, are not, strictly speaking, the objects of sight...” 

(Berkeley, 1709/1910, p. 33).  Distance and volume essentially depend on our sense of touch, 

which is closely associated with our sense of sight.  Visual sensations do not suffice for three-

dimensional perceptual experiences.  Hence our senses of sight and touch reveal profoundly 

different aspects of the same object.  “[T]here is an important sense in which visible and tangible 

qualities “of the same thing” are never strictly qualities of the same thing, but qualify two 

different objects which, because they are closely connected together (but not by any spatial 

relation), we speak of as one single thing” (Armstrong, 1960, p. 34).  Hence perceptual 

experience is empirically inferential as opposed to immediate.  But if this is right, then 

McDowell's direct realism is wrong, since McDowell's direct realism depends on the claim that 

perception itself is immediate.   

 Furthermore, if we take empiricism to its logical conclusion, we must say that perceptual 

experience itself is acquired or learned.  According to empiricism, beliefs are a product of 

experience.  As such beliefs are acquired.  In turn, perceptual experience itself is acquired or 

learned.  We learn how to perceive a three-dimensional world.  “[T]he reason we make [the] 

immediate passage from seeing a certain [object] to thinking that there is an object at a certain 

distance...need be no more than previous experience of the conjunction of [visible objects and 

tactile objects]” (ibid., pp. 17-18).  Berkeley’s empiricism predicts that this is the case, and the 
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psychology of perception provides some confirmation of Berkeley’s theory of vision.  Armstrong 

stated that: “Empirically, Berkeley’s theory has been confirmed” (ibid., p. 62).   

 Now recall the metaphysical interpretation of Russell's principle of acquaintance from 

section 2.2.  In a metaphysical sense, we are directly acquainted with our sensations.  But we are 

not metaphysically directly acquainted with our perceptions, according to Berkeley.     

 McDowell might object as follows.  Berkeley claims that idealism and common sense 

realism are conceptually interdependent.  But common sense realism says that perceptual 

experiences are immediate, whereas Berkeley's inferential view of perception implies that 

perceptual experiences are not immediate.  So how is Berkeley's inferential view of perception 

consistent with his alleged defense of common sense realism?   

 I think that there is a distinction between direct realism and common sense realism.  

Common sense realism claims that sensations are immediate---and they are.  This is in 

accordance with the metaphysical interpretation of direct acquaintance.  But common sense 

realism need not think that three-dimensional perceptual experiences are immediate.  In fact, 

common sense realism recognizes a difference between having a two-dimensional sensation and 

perceiving a three-dimensional object.  For the common sense realist, sensations are immediate, 

but perceiving a three-dimensional object is not.  McDowell's direct realism, however, entails 

that three-dimensional perceptual experiences are immediate.  But this is incorrect as a matter of 

fact. 

 In any case, I do not think Berkeley’s discoveries regarding the nature of perception 

undercut McDowell's account of the immediate relation between perception and belief.  First of 

all, notice that Berkeley’s sense of inference is very different from the sense of inference used in 



              126 

logic.  The inference is inductive, not deductive.  The third dimension of volume does not 

necessarily follow from tactile and visual premises.  Three-dimensional perceptual experiences 

are inferential in an inductive sense.  We inductively infer a third-dimension to our perceptual 

experience.  But McDowell's direct realism is not denying this.  McDowell is denying that there 

is a deductive inference from perception to belief.  McDowell's direct realism is asserting that 

there is an immediate or direct relation between beliefs and experiences, given that they are both 

conceptual.  Whether or not perception itself is inductively inferential is beside McDowell's point 

that beliefs are not deductive inferences from perceptions.  Berkeley’s account of perception has 

nothing to do with the idea that perception and belief are tokens of the same conceptual type, and 

are therefore directly related.  In short, even if perception itself is inductively inferential, this 

does not affect McDowell's transcendental claim.  McDowell's transcendental account of the 

direct relation between perception and judgment is untouched by Berkeley’s empirical 

conjectures pertaining to the sensory mechanisms involved in perception itself. 

 

§ 3.5  Conclusion 

 

 

 

Minimal empiricism does not dissolve the dilemma of mental content.  There are a couple of 

difficulties confronting minimal empiricism. First, McDowell's account of the conceptual content 

of intuitions is spurious.  His account is buttressed with a distinction between propositional 

content and intuitional content.  Both species of content allegedly fall under the rubric of 

conceptual content.  That is, both are bound by the “same unifying function.”  They differ in that 

one is unified in a discursive manner, whereas the other is unified in a non-discursive manner.  
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But this postulation seems either false or imprecise.  In addition, Dreyfus's critique of minimal 

empiricism is onto something.  It appears that minimal empiricism is guilty of the Myth of the 

Mental.  But if McDowell's minimal empiricism is guilty of the Myth of the Mental, he is 

offering an intellectualized account of perception.  But if McDowell is inadvertently committed 

to intellectualism, his attempt at attaining a direct relation between mind and world fails.  Hence 

minimal empiricism’s interrelated metaphysical consequences---namely, weak linguistic idealism 

and direct realism----are problematic.  But if the metaphysical consequences of a philosophical 

theory of content are problematic, the prima facie plausibility of the theory is immediately called 

into question.  There is also an issue about whether or not perception itself is immediate.  In 

accordance with Berkeley’s teachings, I argued that perception is not immediate.  But if 

perceptual experience is not immediate, it may appear that McDowell's direct realism is doubly 

false, since McDowell's direct realism must assume that perceptual experience is immediate.  I 

argued that McDowell can accept Berkeley's theory regarding the sensory ingredients of 

perception while maintaining that perception and belief are immediately related in a 

transcendental sense.  It might seem that Berkeley’s position undercuts McDowell's direct 

realism, but it does not.  Berkeley’s empirical account of perception itself is irrelevant to 

McDowell's transcendental account of the relation between perception and belief.  It turns out 

that McDowell's direct realism does not depend on the claim that perception itself is empirically 

immediate.  In fact, Berkeley’s understandings serve to illuminate McDowell's position with 

respect to the empirical nature of perceptual experience.  Nonetheless, there is a contemporary 

approach to perception which does undermine McDowell's version of direct realism, along with 

another central tenet of transcendental empiricism---to which we now turn. 
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4 

 

 

Transcendental Empiricism, Disjunctivism and Perceptual Psychology 

 

 

 

On McDowell's account, the well known doctrine of “disjunctivism” is a transcendental 

condition for transcendental empiricism.  Without a vindication of disjunctivism, there is no 

transcendental empiricism to speak of.  Why?  How?  What exactly is disjunctivism, and why is 

it so important for transcendental empiricism? 

 Here is McDowell's canonical description of disjunctivism: 

[A] disjunctive conception of perceptual appearance: perceptual 

appearances are either objective states of affairs making 

themselves manifest to subjects, or situations in which it is as if an 

objective state of affairs is making itself manifest to a subject, 

although that is not how things are.  Experiences of the first kind 

have an epistemic significance that experiences of the second kind 

do not have.  They afford for knowledge of objective states of 

affairs. (McDowell, 2009a, “The Disjunctive Conception of 

Experience as Material for a Transcendental Argument,” p. 231, 

see note 9) 

 

A veridical perceptual experience affords knowledge of objective states of affairs.  The objective 

state of affairs presented by the veridical perception directly manifests itself to the subject.  A 

non-veridical perception is not epistemologically significant.  It offers the appearance of direct, 

objective knowledge.  But this offer is illusory.  Moreover, for McDowell's disjunctivism, 

perceptual experience is differentiated in terms of epistemological significance.  A veridical 

perceptual experience is epistemologically significant.  A non-veridical perceptual experience is 

not.   
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 McDowell's concept of “epistemic significance” is obviously crucial for his distinction 

between veridical perceptual experience and non-veridical perceptual experience.  So what does 

McDowell mean by epistemic significance? 

 I think we can understand what McDowell means by epistemic significance in terms of 

an epistemological example.  As an epistemological example, there is nothing epistemologically 

in common between the perceptual experience of Descartes’s bent stick in a pool of water and 

the perceptual experience of a stick which is actually bent in a pool of water.  The appearances 

are identical, but the disjunctivist claims that there is nothing in common between the two 

perceptual experiences, since the first perceptual experience is epistemologically significant, 

whereas the second perceptual experience is not, although it appears to be.  The veridical 

perceptual experience affords direct, objective knowledge of a bent stick in a pool of water.  The 

non-veridical perceptual experience appears to afford direct, objective knowledge; but this is an 

optical illusion.  The stick is not actually bent. 

 According to Gaskin, the disjunctivist asserts that:   

  [W]hen I seem to see (to put it neutrally) that such and such is the  

  case, my mental state is either one of really seeming that such and  

  such is the case, or of merely seeming to do so.  That disjunctive  

  characterization is held to be fundamental: it does not supervene on 

  a more basic characterization in terms of a “common core” of  

  experience, supplemented in the veridical case by some relational  

  fact about the subject’s placing in his or her environment.  That is,  

  the left-hand disjunct is not to be conceived as constructed out of  

  the right-hand disjunct together with some such relational fact.  

  (Gaskin, 2006, pp. 95-96; Gaskin’s emphasis) 

 

A disjunctive understanding of perceptual experience is conceptually prior to a “common core” 

conception of perceptual experience.  However, the common core conception of experience, or 

what McDowell calls “the highest common factor conception of experience,” states (roughly) 



              130 

that: “[W]e are confronted, in experience, not directly with features of the world, but with mere 

proxies for such features, “inner” appearings [= representations] whose status and content are not 

dependent on the veridicality or otherwise of the associated experiences…” (ibid., p. 95).  The 

highest common factor conception of experience says that perception is essentially 

representational.  Both a veridical perception and a non-veridical perception purport to represent 

states of affairs.  So both kinds of perceptions do share something in common, namely, a 

representational state.  This is an expression of an interface conception of experience.  The 

interface conception of experience says that a perception is a representation which acts as an 

interface between mind and world.  With a veridical perceptual experience, mind and world are 

mediated by an accurate representation.  With a non-veridical perceptual experience, mind and 

world are mediated by an inaccurate representation.   

 Contrast this with McDowell's disjunctivism.  For McDowell's disjunctivism, experience 

does not act as an interface between mind and world, since the highest common factor of 

conception of experience is epistemologically empty.  According to McDowell's disjunctivism, 

perceptual experience is essentially nonrepresentational.  Neither veridical nor non-veridical 

perceptions are representational.  Either a perception directly affords objective knowledge of 

facts, or it does not.  Fundamentally, there are no representations involved in either kind of 

perception.  This is a conduit conception of experience.  Either a perceptual experience acts as a 

conduit between mind and world, or it does not.  So, again, for the disjunctivist, a veridical 

perceptual experience and a non-veridical perceptual experience share nothing epistemologically 

in common with one another.  “One mind has a bit in it (the referent of the “that” clause, 

construed as telling of the fact that is ‘within’ the mind) and the other does not.  Their minds are 
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unlike, as unlike as a nest with an egg in it and a nest without one” (Blackburn, 2006, p. 213).  

The two minds are different in terms of epistemologically significant content.  One mind is 

directly related to an external (or internal) object; the other mind is not.  In footnote 12 to 

McDowell's “The Disjunctive Conception of Experience as Material for a Transcendental 

Argument” he states: “The essential thing is that the two sides of the disjunction differ in 

epistemic significance...” (McDowell, 2009a, p. 232).   

 A consequence of disjunctivism is that perceptual experience need not involve internal 

representations.  On the contrary, veridical perceptual experiences are diaphanous, just as truth is 

diaphanous.  We need not postulate representations, since there is a distinction between 

presentation and representation.  Perceptual experience presents us with empirical facts; it need 

not represent empirical facts.  For McDowell's disjunctivism: “[E]xperience is intrinsically or 

fundamentally 'presentational'....This is the doctrine that an experience could not be what it is did 

it not present things to us as being one way or another” (Blackburn, 2006, p. 213).  

Disjunctivism, then, represents an alternative to representationalism.    

 For the purpose of understanding the nature of perceptual experience, we should opt for 

disjunctivism rather than representationalism (according to McDowell).  The former can account 

for our direct, immediate access to the objective world; the latter cannot.  Representationalism or 

the “highest common factor” conception of experience can only establish an indirect relation 

between mind and world.  McDowell's disjunctivism promises more than this: 

  If we adopt the disjunctive conception of appearances, we have to  

  take seriously the idea of an unmediated openness of the   

  experiencing subject to 'external' reality, whereas the   

  'highest common factor' conception allows us to picture an   

  interface between them. (McDowell, 1998c, “Criteria,   

  Defeasibility, and Knowledge,” p. 392) 
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Furthermore: “Without the 'highest common factor' conception of experience, we can leave the 

interface out of the picture, and the traditional [epistemological] problems lapse” (ibid., pp. 393-

394).  The traditional problems of epistemology, e.g., the problem of the external world and the 

problem of other minds, are a result of an interface conception of experience.  If the relation 

between mind and world is mediated by representations, it becomes epistemologically 

problematic as to how we know external (and internal) objects, or how we know whether another 

person is experiencing a certain mental state.  The disjunctive conception of experience jettisons 

these problems, as its “good” disjunct provides immediate, direct access to the external world 

and other minds.  Again, a veridical perception is epistemologically significant. 

 Tyler Burge (2005) offers a more specific formulation of disjunctivism: 

  Disjunctivism makes two closely related negative claims. It claims  

  that there is never an explanatorily relevant mental state type in  

  common between (and specific to) a veridical perception and a  

  referential illusion.  And it claims that there is never a mental state  

  type in common between (and specific to) perception of an object  

  and perception of a would-be duplicate substitute for the object  

  that would, in the context, perceptually indiscernible to the   

  perceiver....Disjunctivism makes these claims because it   

  holds that the particular environmental objects (or lack of   

  objects) that are involved in perception are essential to   

  type-identifying all explanatorily relevant perceptual state types  

  and perceptual belief types. (Burge, 2005, p. 25)  

 

 Disjunctivism is very important for transcendental empiricism.  There are two reasons.  

First, disjunctivism claims that a veridical perceptual experience affords direct knowledge of 

external objects.  A non-veridical perceptual experience does not, yet it appears to.  Thus the 

thesis of disjunctivism is pivotal for the direct realism of transcendental empiricism.  Indeed, 
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without disjunctivism, there is no direct realism.  If disjunctivism is false, then McDowell's 

direct realism must be false, too. 

 Second, recall from section 1.4 and section 2.4 that there is nothing epistemologically in 

common between the content of our perceptual experience and the content of an animal's 

perceptual experience.  The content of our perceptual experience is conceptual.  The content of 

an animal's perceptions are proto-conceptual.  An animal's perceptions reside within the space of 

nature, not the space of reasons.  Animals are merely first nature creatures.  The 'contents' of their 

perceptions are nonconceptual.  In fact, since the content of an animal's perceptions is 

nonconceptual, we are not even entitled to the thought that an animal can enjoy contentful 

perception.  What follows from this is that an animal cannot have justified beliefs which are 

based on their 'perceptions'.  The point is that animals do not partake of a disjunctive conception 

of perception, given that their perceptions are not conceptual.  On the other hand, the content of 

human perceptual experience is conceptual, and McDowell's disjunctivism supposedly offers an 

adequate explanation of our special kind of perceptual experience.  The ontology of second 

nature is mapped by the disjunctive account of perception.  Therefore disjunctivism is an 

absolutely critical foundation of transcendental empiricism.   

 Burge has employed contemporary perceptual psychology in order to argue against 

McDowell's disjunctivism.  In some ways, Burge's account of perceptual experience and mental 

content is pretty straightforward.  For Burge, content is a result of an interaction between a 

perceptual system and its environment.  He writes: “Perceptual anti-individualism holds that the 

nature of perceptual beliefs are constitutively associated with relations, including causal 

relations, between capacities in the perceptual system and aspects of the physical environment” 
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(ibid., p. 1).  The capacities of a perceptual system are representational capacities.  However, the 

physical environment determines the contents of these representations.  Hence anti-

individualism.  Burge continues: “I believe that perceptual anti-individualism provides the only 

acceptable framework for understanding conditions under which perceptual representation is 

possible.  Perceptual anti-individualism is embedded in the practice of the empirical psychology 

of perception” (ibid., p. 9).  Burge claims that his version of anti-individualism accords with 

perceptual psychology, since the latter is committed to representations which are caused by the 

external environment.  We need to postulate representations of the perceptual system in order to 

make sense of mental content.  However, McDowell is an anti-representationalist of sorts.  

McDowell's anti-representationalism follows from his rejection of the highest common factor 

conception of experience, along with his disjunctivism.  Indeed, as we have just seen, 

McDowell's disjunctivism jettisons representations in its account of content.  McDowell's anti-

representationalism claims that the environment determines mental content.   

Representationalism, on the other hand, claims that representations of the environment determine 

mental content.  Thus, for McDowell, representationalism and anti-individualism are 

incompatible concepts.  For Burge, however, anti-individualism and representationalism are 

compatible concepts. 

 Burge presents a helpful thought experiment to illustrate the proximality principle and its 

incompatibility with McDowell's disjunctivism.  Imagine that there is an object which a subject 

sees.  Then imagine that the subject is told to close his/her eyes and during this time a very 

similar yet different object is put in its place.  The subject incorrectly believes that he or she is 

seeing the original object.  Finally, imagine that the subject is told to close their eyes again and 
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during this time a hologram produces the original object.  Once again, the subject incorrectly 

believes that he or she is seeing the original object.  According to the disjunctivist, the perceptual 

experience is either of the first kind, the second kind, or the third kind.  There is nothing 

epistemologically in common among the three kinds because they involve three different 

referential kinds.  For the disjunctivist, this thought experiment represents three different kinds of 

perceptions.  The first kind of perceptual experience is veridical, whereas the other two are non-

veridical perceptual experiences.  And the non-veridical perceptions are different from each 

other.  The first non-veridical perception is of a duplicate object.  The second non-veridical 

perception is of a hologram. 

 Burge thinks that this disjunctivist understanding is badly misleading.  As a matter of 

course, these perceptual experiences are token distinct.  They differ with respect to the referents 

involved.  But the perceptual experiences are not type distinct.  They are of the same kind.  For 

the perceptual experiences incorporate virtually the same kind of proximal stimulations.  What is 

common among the three perceptual experiences is the proximal stimulation.  Consequently, 

there is a common denominator to perceptual experience.  Burge states: “Disjunctivism 

derives...from conflating type and token elements in individuating mental states and their 

associated representations” (ibid., p. 34).  Thus disjunctivism runs contrary to perceptual 

psychology, in which case disjunctivism is a mistaken philosophy of perception: 

  Disjunctivism is incompatible with the Proximality Principle,  

  which is basic to nearly all scientific study of    

  perception.   

   Given that different distal causes can yield proximal  

  stimulation that is relevantly the same, perceptions of   

  entities in the distal environment is fallible.  The    

  Proximality Principle, together with this empirical fact,   

  entails that the same type of perceptual state can be    
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  veridical or non-veridical, perceptually referential and non-  

  referential. (ibid., p. 27) 

 

 Moreover, Burge argues that disjunctivism is unmotivated.  We do not need to be 

disjunctivists in order to secure a direct relation between mind and world.  McDowell's version 

of anti-individualism is unnecessary for direct realism.  Burge writes: 

  The usual motivation [for disjunctivism] is a concern to insure that  

  we make 'direct' perceptual contacts with the world.  The doctrine  

  was originally an overreaction to veil-of-perception of views of  

  the British empiricists.   

   The veil-of-perception view holds that the primary   

  objects of perception are internal mental items---or other non- 

  environmental items.  The primary referents are sense data or  

  phenomenal qualities in the mind.  On such a view, experience of  

  the physical world is held to be indirect, both in not being the first  

  object of perceptual reference and in being the product of an  

  epistemically evaluable inference from more fundamental objects  

  of perception.   

   The veil-of-perception view is certainly mistaken.    

  It fails to understand that the representational content   

  of perceptual representations is fixed by the function of the   

  perceptual system in providing information about and aiding  

  interaction with the physical environment. (ibid., p. 29-30)   

 

According to Burge, disjunctivism is a response to the epistemologically problematic notion of a 

“veil-of-perception.”  The latter is essentially a representational account of perception.  There is 

a veil (or representation) which blocks our immediate access to the world.  According to 

disjunctivists, the only alternative to this unattractive state of affairs is disjunctivism.  That is, 

there is either a disjunctive account of perception or a veil account.  But Burge claims that there 

is another option.  According to Burge, perceptual psychology's proximality principle can 

account for the direct relation between mind and world.  He writes: 

  Perceptual representation does not produce a 'veil of ideas',   

  because the first objects of perceptual reference are physical  

  entities in the environment.  This is a sense in which perceptual  
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  representations are 'directly' about the environment: They are  

  referentially non-derivative.... 

   Perception is 'directly' about the environment in a further,  

  corollary sense: It is non-inferential.  Perceptual representations  

  are the products of a complex set of transformations that begin  

  with registrations of light arrays.  Registrations are not   

  perceptions....[And] [n]one of these transformations begins with  

  the perceptions of, or as of, anything more basic than those   

  physical entities in the environment. (ibid., p. 30; Burge's   

  emphasis; citation omitted) 

 

 When a representational perception is veridical, it directly relates to an external object.  

That is, when the representational information provided by a perceptual system in fact stands in 

the right causal connection with the environment, then the information has been directly 

provided to the subject.  The representational information is “referentially non-derivative.”  A 

veridical perception must stand in a one-to-one correspondence with the three-dimensional 

external world.  For the very idea of a veridical representational perception depends on the 

concept of isomorphism.  That is to say, the concept of veridicality presupposes that the veridical 

perception actually corresponds to that which is represented.  Moreover, the concept of 

isomorphism depends on the concept of veridicality.  A three-dimensional perception and a three-

dimensional object are isomorphic only if the perceptual representation is veridical.  Veridical 

perceptual representations, then, directly inform an agent of his or her environment.  Hence 

Burge's representational account of perception is direct.  Veridical representations of a perceptual 

system directly relate to the world.  In turn, this direct relation allows a subject to successfully 

interact with their environment.  Burge's direct realism is epistemologically significant, since it 

entails that a subject can correctly interact with their environment. 

 To recapitulate, anti-individualism and representationalism are compatible concepts, 

contrary to McDowell's anti-individualism.  Furthermore, according to Burge, the proximality 
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principle demonstrates that there is a common factor between veridical and non-veridical 

perceptions.  Finally, the representionalism propounded by the proximality principle secures an 

epistemologically significant direct realism.   

 McDowell (2010) has responded to Burge's critique.  First, McDowell argues that 

although there is a sub-personal commonality between animal and human perceptual experience, 

there is no personal commonality.  Human experience and animal experience involve different 

types of perceptual states.  They are not just token distinct.  For McDowell, perceptual 

psychology is only talking about sub-personal mechanisms.  But personal states are what matter 

for content.  Content is a result of the perceptual states of an individual perceiver.  The content of 

human perceptual experience is conceptual.  Animal perceptual experience is not.  Although the 

registration of sensory input is the same, the perceptual content is different in kind.  What we 

share with animals is a first nature, which is (among other things) a sub-personal registration of 

sensations.  But, again, the results of these registrations are widely distinct.   

 In addition, perceptual psychology is consistent with disjunctivism, according to 

McDowell.  Perceptual psychology is not denying that there is a distinction between animal 

experience and human experience on a personal level.  On the contrary.  Animal perceptual 

experience is not imbued with a second nature.  Perceptual psychology is merely talking about 

sub-personal states of animal perception and human perception (which are the same)---but this 

has no bearing of the right kind on perceptual states which are saturated with conceptual 

meaning.  Sub-personal accounts of 'content' lack the necessary conceptual structure that 

McDowell is at pains to stress.  Therefore there is nothing epistemologically in common between 

the content of an animal's perception and the content of a human's perception.  Although the 
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sensory contents of animal perception and human perception are the same, the characters of these 

contents are widely distinct.  So, although the proximality principle empirically obtains, 

McDowell's transcendental empiricism is talking about two different kinds of mental states, in 

which case perceptual psychology is consistent with McDowell's transcendental point.  

“[Burge's] implicit principle here---same content, same state---seems remarkably insensitive to 

the possibility that it might matter who or what is in a state” (McDowell, 2010, p. 250). 

 More generally, McDowell argues that the 'content' of perceptual systems is distinct from 

the content of individual perceivers.  The content of individual perceivers can be 

epistemologically significant.  But the content of perceptual systems cannot be epistemologically 

significant: 

  The conceptual framework in which talk of perceivers   

  operates is in many ways very different from the conceptual  

  framework in which talk of perceptual systems operates....  

  [F]or [a] state of a perceptual system cannot have the   

  epistemic significance of a perceptual experience that   

  consists in having an aspect of objective reality perceptual   

  present to one. (ibid., p. 250)  

 

An animal's perceptions are mere products of their perceptual systems.  As such, they are 

incapable of having an aspect of objective reality perceptually present.  That is, their perceptions 

lack epistemological significance.  A mature human being, on the other hand, is capable of 

having aspects of objective reality perceptually present.  As such human perception is 

epistemologically significant.  Consequently, sub-personal accounts of content do not establish 

an epistemologically significant direct realism.  A direct relation between mind and world occurs 

only at a personal level.  But, again, perceptual psychology is only reporting on sub-personal 

mechanisms.  Sub-personal mechanisms are necessary for understanding the contents of an 
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individual perceiver, but they are hardly sufficient.  And they certainly do not establish an 

epistemologically significant direct realism.        

 What is potentially worse, a sub-personal account of information processing is 

problematic, according to McDowell: 

  The [sub-personal] equipment [does not] processes    

  information about arrays of light into information about the  

  presence of [external objects].  The equipment hardly   

  processes information at all...but rather simply reacts to any  

  small moving speck. (McDowell, 1998b, “The Content of   

  Perceptual Experience,” p. 348; emphasis added) 

 

According to McDowell, Burge's sub-personal understanding of the concept of information is 

nonconceptual, and therefore epistemologically problematic.  A viable concept of information 

essentially depends on conceptual content.  Information without concepts is blind; and concepts 

without information are empty.  In fact, it is a stronger point.  The point is that there is no 

information without concepts.  Content and concept are interconnected.  This is another way of 

stating McDowell's direct realism.   

 Nonetheless it seems that Burge could reasonably claim that sub-personal mechanisms do 

process contentful information as a matter of fact.  Sensory information need not be conceptually 

structured in order to be meaningful.  Perceptual psychology's proximality principle tells us that 

sensory information is not conceptual.  And yet its description of nonconceptual sensory 

information assumes that this information is meaningful.  Although this sensory information 

cannot be articulated, it is meaningful in virtue of the fact that is amenable to a meaningful 

conversion by a perceptual system.  That is, sensory information must be contentful, since it is 

converted into contentful perceptual experience which can be articulated.  In consequence, it is 

not the case that Burge's notion of sub-personal mechanisms processing information is 
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epistemologically problematic.  McDowell's transcendental empiricism implies that the concept 

of information must be conceptual; otherwise it is blind.  But according to Burge, McDowell's 

assertion is a philosophical dogma, for McDowell appears oblivious to the fact that although 

sensory information is nonconceptual, it is contentful.    

 Be that as it may, assuming that sub-personal mechanisms do process sensory 

information, there remains a potential problem: 

  The sub-personal account of a sensory system, which treats it as an 

  information-processing device that transmits its informational  

  results to something else inside an animal, cannot adequately  

  characterize what its sensory systems are for the animal (as   

  opposed to what they are...for the internal parts that receive the  

  results of the information-processing): namely, modes of   

  sensitivity or openness to features of the environment [better:  

  world]---not processors of the information, but collectors of it.  

  (ibid. pp. 349-350) 

 

Burge's proximality principle describes the processing of sensory information.  But the 

processing of sensory information does not deliver direct perceptions of the world.  The reason is 

this.  McDowell thinks that there is an important distinction between the processing of 

information and the collecting of information.  The activity of processing information does not 

act in the capacity of directly opening a subject to its world.  The processing of sensory 

information occurs for a perceptual system that is not specifically designed to stand in direct 

relations to the world.  This holds for animals and infants.  The collection of information, on the 

other hand, does act in the capacity of directly opening a subject to his or her to the world.  The 

collecting of sensory information occurs for a perceptual system that is aimed at perceptual 

openness to the world.  This holds for human beings.  Thus, collecting sensory information is 

geared toward epistemologically significant perceptions.  The perceptions of a human perceptual 
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system, which initially collects sensory information, can yield a direct relation between mind and 

world.  In short, perceptual psychology’s notion of sensory information processing does not yield 

a workable direct realism.  But if this is correct, then Burge's form of anti-individualism neither 

secures a direct realism nor provides a meaningful account of mental content.  McDowell's 

understanding of a human perceptual system, which utilizes the concept of collecting sensory 

information, does provide for an adequate direct realism.  Therefore McDowell is not “ignorant” 

of perceptual psychology.  The so-called results of perceptual psychology do not disprove 

transcendental empiricism. 

 To sum up, according to McDowell, the proximality principle is merely speaking of sub-

personal mechanisms.  Sub-personal mechanisms may be the same for human beings and 

animals, but the contents of these two kinds of mental states are very different.  One kind can be 

epistemologically significant; the other kind cannot.  Also, McDowell has argued that the 

distinction between the contents of perceptual systems and the contents of perceptual states of 

individual perceivers renders perceptual psychology irrelevant to McDowell's disjunctivism.  

Finally, a sub-personal account of content does not account for the fact that persons are collectors 

of information; but this notion is necessary for a direct realism.  Burge's sub-personal account of 

content, then, is not a workable theory of direct realism.    

 Burge's (2011) rejoinder addresses McDowell's objections.  Burge begins by responding 

to McDowell's claim that there is no common factor of experience between animal and human 

perception.  Recall that McDowell argued that although there is a sub-personal commonality 

between animal perception and human perception, but there is no personal commonality.  

According to McDowell, perceptual psychology is merely reporting on sub-personal mechanisms 
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of perceptual systems.  These reports are irrelevant to McDowell's disjunctivism, for McDowell’s 

disjunctivism is primarily concerned with the personal contents of individual perceivers.  At this 

most important level of perception, there is nothing in common between humans and animals. 

  Burge argues that, contrary to McDowell's understanding of perceptual psychology: “[It] 

is simply a mistake to hold that none of the perceptions in a perceptual system are perceptions by 

an individual....[Perceptual psychology's] methodology depends on attributing to the individual 

perceptions that are integrated in the individual's perception and in the individual's carrying out 

his, her, or its basic activities (Burge, 2005, p. 45, Burge's emphasis, see note 51).  Most of the 

perceptions produced by an individual’s perceptual system serve the individual perceiver.  And 

an individual's perceptions depend on the operations of his or her sub-personal perceptual 

system.  So there is no sharp distinction between sub-personal perceptual content and personal 

perceptual content.  More specifically: 

  I claim that necessarily and constitutively, some perceptions in an  

  individual's perceptual subsystem are perceptions by the  

  individual....And I claim that all perceptions, including any that  

  are not strictly attributable to the individual, serve perception by  

  the individual.  Fundamentally, it is the individual that perceives.  

  (Burge, 2010, p. 369) 

 

 Perceptual psychology is interested in the perceptual states of individual psychologies.  It 

is not interested in physiological mechanisms purely for their own sake---although these 

mechanisms do yield perceptual states of individual perceivers.  In other words, perceptual 

psychology is not physiology; it is psychology.  Its methodology is geared toward explaining 

how individual perceiver's in fact perceive.  And the science of perceptual psychology tells us 

that the perceptions of individuals are a result of unconscious operations of an individual's 

perceptual system.  Burge concludes that: 
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  Perceptual psychology attempts to explain the formation of   

  perceptual states, conceived as representational states.  Explanation 

  adverts to detailed laws or law-like patterns of transformations that 

  yield specific kinds of perceptual states.  The principles governing  

  formation laws (or law-like patters) make reference not only to  

  non-perceptual types of sensory states but also to perceptual states  

  marked by representational contents.  That is, the explanations take 

  the representational states as participants in the formation   

  process....Thus reference to perceptual states with representational  

  content that sets veridicality conditions and that constitutes   

  perceivers' perceptions of the environment help ground   

  explanation [of mental content] in the science. (ibid., pp.   

  394-395) 

  

 More completely: 

The science takes perceptual systems to be systems of states, 

including perceptual states, of perceivers---states that are fruitfully 

studied as members of a unit.  For example, the system of 

perceptual states that are initiated through registration of light 

stimulation in the retinas of the eyes is fruitfully studied as a unit.  

Similarly, for the auditory system of perceptual states.  These 

systems interact; there are cross-modal influences that are also 

fruitfully studied.  Moreover, there are amodal systems that take 

input from the various systems associated with the perceptual 

modalities---vision, hearing, touch, and so on---that are fruitfully 

studied as units. (Burge, 2011, p. 68) 

 

Further: 

 

Commonly, the units or systems are taken to be groups of states of 

a single perceptual modality.  However, it is obvious that none of 

these systems or groups of perceptual states can ultimately be 

understood in complete isolation from the others.  In fact, cross-

modal relations and amodal representational states are among the 

most intensely studied topics in current perceptual psychology.  

One might take vision, touch, and hearing to participate in a multi-

modal perceptual system. (ibid., p. 69) 

 

According to Burge, both animals and human beings (unconsciously) integrate their senses of 

sight and touch (and perhaps hearing) in such a way as to generate a three-dimensional 

experience.  Perceptual psychology explains three-dimensional perpetual experience by studying 
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the “cross-modal” relations among sight and touch.  These cross-modal relations yield a three-

dimensional perceptual experience.  Animals and humans both enjoy three-dimensional 

perceptions.  Thus animal and human perception is of the same kind, since both are a result of 

the same kind of cross-modal relations as adduced by perceptual psychology’s notion of a 

perceptual system.  A perceptual system provides information about shapes, for individual 

perceivers: 

  The perceptual states in perceptual systems are, one and all,  

  perceptual states that are individual perceiving and misperceiving.  

  There is no difference in conceptual framework of the sort that  

  McDowell invokes....The science's attributing conscious perceptual 

  states to individual perceivers does not involve claiming that  

  perceptual systems are aware of the environment.  Perceptual  

  systems are just groups of states of the perceiver.  The perceiver  

  is the only one that is aware of or conscious of anything.    

  Perceivers are aware of the environment through having conscious  

  perceptual states (experiences) that represent the environment....No 

  one claims that perceptual systems---groups of perceptual states--- 

  are aware of anything.  Individuals are perceptually aware of  

  particulars and features in the environment.  Their having this  

  awareness consists in their being in the conscious perceptual states  

  that occur in perceptual systems---the groups of states described  

  and theorized about in perceptual psychology. (ibid., pp. 69-70;  

  citation omitted) 

 

McDowell argued that the conceptual frameworks of disjunctivism and perceptual psychology 

are different.  The latter is exclusively concerned with perceptual systems, whereas the former is 

concerned with perceptual states of individual perceivers.  Hence perceptual psychology is 

irrelevant to McDowell's disjunctivism.  And recall that McDowell claimed that his disjunctivism 

is talking about the contents of human perception.  Perceptual psychology, on the other hand, is 

merely talking about the 'contents' of perceptual systems.  McDowell thought that his 

disjunctivism and perceptual psychology were operating within different conceptual frameworks.  
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But Burge has just demonstrated that there is no principled distinction between perceptual 

systems and perceptual states of perceivers.  That is, there is no difference in the conceptual 

frameworks which McDowell envisages.  Perceptual psychology is relevant to McDowell's 

disjunctivism, because perceptual psychology shows that McDowell's disjunctivism cannot be 

true.   

 Therefore, at the most important level of perception, the content of human perception is 

the same as the content of an animal's perception.  Both animals and humans register proximal 

stimulations, which are then rendered as perceptual states of the organism in question.  The 

proximality principle applies to all animals with perceptual capacities.  And the principle tells us 

that the kinds of perceptions formed by widely different animals are fundamentally the same.  

But this is deeply damaging to McDowell's notion of second nature; for McDowell's ontology of 

second nature depends on the claim that human perception is sui generis.   

 I think Burge's critique and rejoinder are sound.  First, the belief that there is a common 

factor between adult perceptual experience and infant/animal perceptual experience does cohere 

with the science of perceptual psychology.  Perceptual psychology reports that an animal's 

perceptual experience of a ball shares something in common with our perception of a ball.  The 

proximality principle offers a scientific account of how there is a common factor of perception.  

There is thus no reason to offer a counter-intuitive disjunctive understanding of perceptual 

experience.  In addition, perceptual psychology recognizes that an animal can have warranted 

beliefs regarding the ball.  For example, an animal can correctly believe a ball is near to it or far 

from it; the animal can believe it is rolling toward it, etc.  In a given context, if an animal's 

perceptual system delivers a veridical perceptual experience, then the animal's corresponding 
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perceptual belief is thereby warranted.  The exact same thing can be said for human beings.  

Hence there is an epistemological commonality between animal perception and human 

perception.  And this belies McDowell's disjunctivism.   

 Second, it appears that disjunctivism is unmotivated.  Disjunctivism is motivated by the 

desire to establish a direct relation between mind and world.  But Burge's version of direct 

realism is sufficient.  McDowell claimed that Burge's direct realism is another version of the 

myth of the Given.  The information provided by the perceptual system is not conceptually 

structured, in which case Burge's direct realism is not epistemologically significant.  However, I 

argued that Burge does not have to accept this accusation.  (Cf. pp. 140-141.) 

 What about McDowell's objection that Burge's sub-personal account of content does not 

acknowledge that persons are collectors of sensory information as opposed to processors of 

sensory information?  And what about McDowell's concomitant claim that collecting sensory 

information sets the stage for perceptual openness to one's world?  McDowell seems to assume 

that a philosophically adequate direct realism must involve the concept of collecting sensory 

information.   

 But this assumption is not necessarily correct.  Perceptual psychology describes how 

mind and world are directly related in perception, even though it makes use of the concept of 

processing nonconceptual sensory information.  This sensory information gives rise to 

representational perceptions via the workings of a perceptual system.  And this would not be 

possible unless sensory information were itself contentful.  Moreover, perceptual representations 

are either veridical or non-veridical.  A veridical perception directly relates a subject to his or her 
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environment.  This, in turn, allows subjects to correctly interact with their environments.  And 

this picture yields an epistemologically significant direct realism.    

 Hence, McDowell's distinction between processing information and collecting 

information is unfounded, because the concept of processing sensory information and the 

concept of an epistemologically direct realism are compatible concepts.  Furthermore, a direct 

realism that is supported by scientific evidence is certainly preferable to a direct realism which is 

not supported by scientific evidence, as with McDowell's disjunctivism.   

 Finally, McDowell's insistence on the distinction between sub-personal mechanism and 

personal content seems wrongheaded.  Since perceptual psychology can adequately account for 

an individual's mental contents, and since perceptual psychology is a sub-personal account of 

content, there is no reason to uphold the distinction.  According to perceptual psychology, an 

individual perceiver processes sensory information and then (unconsciously) converts this 

sensory information into representational perceptions.  This accomplishment is a product of the 

perceiver's perceptual system.  More importantly, the perceiver's perceptions are both direct and 

epistemologically significant.  McDowell's transcendental empiricism is sometimes too a priori.  

Nothing from science can dissuade the transcendental convictions of McDowell's minimal 

empiricism.  Burge states: “[Disjunctivism] is a doctrinal and methodological aberration.  

Philosophical progress will continue to pass it by” (Burge, 2011, p. 71). 

 It should be mentioned that at a certain point in the dialogue, McDowell offers analyses 

of perceptual experience, perceptual belief, warrant, defeasibility and indefeasibility.  McDowell 

argues that because Burge does not accept the reality of indefeasibly warranted perceptual 

beliefs, Burge's direct realism cannot be correct.  For McDowell, there is no epistemologically 
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significant direct realism if perceptual warrant is defeasible.  According to McDowell, an 

epistemologically significant direct realism must involve the epistemological notions of a 

veridical perceptual experience and a corresponding perceptual belief that is indefeasibly 

warranted.  Otherwise the rational relation between mind and world is arbitrary.  However, this 

alleged epistemological issue is beside the point.  The important point is that perceptual 

psychology has shown that humans and animals do factor out a common denominator of 

perception.  The common factor is the proximal stimulation.  And this empirical fact is 

independent of McDowell's epistemological remarks.  Additionally, I argued that Burge's version 

of direct realism is perfectly legitimate.  And my argument is insulated from McDowell's 

arguments for indefeasibly warranted perceptual beliefs.     

 In conclusion, there are three crucial claims of transcendental empiricism.  The first claim 

is that mind and world are directly related in perceptual experience.  This logically follows from 

McDowell's disjunctivism.  However, it seems that McDowell's direct realism is inaccurate, for 

his disjunctivism is false, according to perceptual psychology.  Second, transcendental 

empiricism claims that there is no common factor between animal perception and human 

perception.  However, this too is false according to perceptual psychology.  Not only do animals 

and humans share an integral element of perception their perceptions are equally 

epistemologically significant.  A related claim of transcendental empiricism is that human beings 

possess a second nature.  Disjunctivism is supposed to adequately explain the ontology of second 

nature.  Nevertheless, according to Burge, there is nothing special about our perceptual 

experience, because of the dictates of the proximality principle.  Hence disjunctivism does not 

provide an adequate explanation of human and animal experience.  Moreover, McDowell's 
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disjunctivism is unmotivated, because Burge's form of direct realism is cogent, and it can 

dissolve McDowellian objections.  Therefore disjunctivism is false, inadequate and unmotivated-

--in which case a central pillar of transcendental empiricism has imploded. 
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