Immediate Experience
· What are the objects of immediate experience?
· When you have an experience, say of seeing an apple, what is it that you are experiencing?
· The obvious answer: the apple
· Is there any reason to doubt this?
· We must draw an important distinction between what it is that we experience and what we infer on the basis of experience
· Do you immediately experience a baseball game that you watch on television?
· What if the game you’re watching took place the night before?
· Do you immediately experience your friend on the end of the phone line?
· What if you are talking to an impersonator who is using your friend’s phone?
· What does it mean to say that you experience something immediately?
· We experience x immediately when our experience of x does not inferentially or causally depend on the experience of anything else
· You do not experience the baseball game on television; you infer that the baseball game is going on
· You do not experience your friend on the other end of the phone; you infer that you are talking to your friend
· What if you are at the baseball game, do you immediately experience it then?
· What if you are in the presence of your friend, do you immediately experience them then?
· Or, must you nevertheless infer the existence of the baseball game and your friend?
The Argument from Illusion
· We often experience things that are not the case
· When I immerse a pencil in a glass of water, I see that the pencil is bent – but in reality this is an illusion that results from the differing indices of refraction of air and water
· The pencil that I see is bent, but the pencil itself is not
· No object can simultaneously possess and fail to possess a property – the pencil cannot be both bent and not bent
· So there must be two objects: the pencil itself and the pencil that I perceive
· I do not experience the pencil itself, but only my perceptions of the pencil
· It is on the basis of these perceptions that I infer that there exists a pencil before me
· Sometimes we experience things that do not exist in the external world
· Suppose my experience of a pink elephant has been cause by my ingestion of a psychotropic drugs rather than an actual pink elephant
· Though the pink elephant does not exist in the world, it does exist in some sense – it is the object of my immediate experience
· The pink elephant is a mental object, not a physical object
· The properties that we perceive an object to have will depend on the perspective from which we are perceiving it
· When seen from above, a table-top will appear rectangular, but when seen at an angle it will appear to be a trapezoid
· The table-top itself is rectangular, but the thing that I experience is a trapezoid
· Consequently, I’m not experiencing the table itself
The Causal Argument
· My experience of seeing a pencil may well causally depend on the existence of a physical pencil, but does it depend only on the existence of such an object
· No!
· In order to see the pencil, it must reflect a certain amount of light; the light must be transmitted to my eye; the light impinging on my retina must produce a signal to my optic nerve; the signal produced by my optic nerve by my brain
· These processes are much more complex than most people realize
· The end product of these processes – your perception – is produced by your brain, not by an external object
· Your brain must make up from the deficits of your visual organs
· Your eyes’ focal points are very small, but you feel as though the objects in your peripheral vision are clear
· You have a large blind spot in both eyes, but your brain fills them in
· Your brain must also make certain presuppositions about what you are seeing, which gives rise to a host of illusions when those presuppositions are mistaken
· Optical illusions
· Clearly, we are not seeing external objects as they actually are
· We are seeing visual representations produced by our brains
· If we do not experience external objects immediately, what are the objects of our immediate experience?
· What causes my belief that I am seeing an apple?
· On what basis do I infer the existence of the apple?
· I conclude that there is an apple on the table because I perceive an apple on the table
· But I’m not perceiving a physical apple, so what am I perceiving?
· What is it that is representing external objects in my mind?
· Sense-data (sense-datum, singular)
· Some interesting questions about sense-data:
· Can we be wrong about their properties? Think, for example, about some of the illusions
· Where do they exist? They don’t seem to be in the world, yet we cannot find them in the brain
· How can empirical knowledge be objective if it is based on sense-data that is subjective and private?
The Veil of Perception
· The argument has been made that we do not immediately experience objects in the external world – the argument from illusion, the causal argument
· We experience only sense-data directly
· The pencil I’m looking at is not a physical object, but a sense-datum in my mind
· We cannot see hear, smell, feel or taste what it is that causes our sense data
· We are perpetually behind the veil of perception
· We do not have direct epistemic access to the external world
· How, then, do we know what the external world is really like?
· How do we know that there even exists an external world?
Realism
· The view that there is an external world, and that it closely resembles what it is that we perceive
· Why should we endorse realism?
· John Locke offered four reasons for realism
· We can have experiences of a certain kind only if our corresponding sensory faculties are working properly
· A blind man cannot have visual sense-data
· If sense-data we produced, say, by our own minds or by an evil genius rather than being cause by external objects, then what difference would it make to our experiences if our sensory faculties were not in working order?
· Problem: Locke is taking for granted suppositions about the workings of our sensory faculties; most importantly, that they convey specific types of information about our environment
· Lock cannot help himself to these beliefs until he has established that there exists an external world in which there are animals with these types of sensory faculties
· We have no control over the contents of our perceptual experiences
· With my eyes open while facing the class, I can’t help but perceive several rows of desks
· This sets these experiences apart from such mental episodes as imaginings, for which we are causally responsible and over which we can exercise control
· Perceptions are often accompanied by sensations
· When I hit my thumb with a hammer, it hurts; but when I recall hitting my thumb with a hammer or imagine hitting my thumb with a hammer, it doesn’t
· The reason that it hurts in the former case but not in the latter is that in the former case I am actually hitting my thumb with a hammer, while in the latter case I am not
· The deliverances of our five senses often corroborate one another
· My perceptions of a pizza in the oven is corroborated by the smell of pizza, the feeling of warmth produced by the oven, the sound of people talking about pizza, and eventually, the taste of pizza
· The reason that our senses are synchronized in this way is that they have common (external) objects
· I see, smell, and taste pizza because I am perceptually acquainted with a pizza
· If we take arguments 2, 3, and 4 together, we get an abductive argument for realism
· The fact that perceptual experience is involuntary and ordered demands an explanation
· The hypothesis that there exists a world of objects causing our perceptual experiences is the best available explanation of this fact
Idealism
· The view that there is no external world
· Only minds and ideas exist
· Why would anyone believe such a thing?
· Because there are alternative explanations of the character of our experiences
· Berkeley claims that our experiences are not caused by a material world, but by god
· Our experiences are ordered and involuntary because god is communicating with us
· David Hume
· Does not offer an explanation of the character of our experiences because he thinks that no such explanation is possible
· In particular, he argues that no causal explanation of the character of our experience can be given that appeals to something outside of our experience
· This is a form of scepticism about the external world
· To understand Hume’s objections, we must first understand his views on causality
· What is it that you perceive when you perceive one event causing another?
· What is it that you see when you see one billiard ball collide with another?
· Do you see the causal connection between the collision and the subsequent motion of the billiard ball that’s been struck?
· If so, what does it look like?
· If not, what reason do you have for believing that the motion of the billiard ball is due to the earlier collision?
· You do not perceive causal influence, ever
· Hume says that we have no reason to believe that there exists a causal connection between any two events
· The most we can say is that two kinds of events have been experienced together in the past, that they have been constantly conjoined in our experience
· Whenever I have seen one billiard ball strike another, I have seen the second billiard ball displaced
· According to Hume, causation amounts to nothing more than the constant conjunction of particular kinds of experiences
· Claims of the form “A causes B” ultimately boil down to claims the form “Our experiences of A have occurred in close temporal proximity to our experiences of B in the past and, presumably, this will continue in the future”
· Consuming caffeine causes alertness
· Our experiences of consuming caffeine have generally been followed shortly thereafter by experiences of alertness
· When we say B happened because A happened, we are not saying that A brought B into existence
· Instead, we’re saying that someone who experienced A (collision) could reasonably expect B (motion) to happen because these experiences have been conjoined in the past
· This is all that can be expected from causal explanations
· In this limited sense, we can say that my alertness is explained by my having consumed caffeine and the motion of the billiard ball can be explained by the earlier collision
· We cannot say that my perception of a pencil is explained by the existence of the pencil (considered as an external object)
· Why not?
· Because we do not have an experience of the pencil itself – remember: we experience only sense-data!
· We cannot experience external object, then they cannot be a part of a causal explanation of the character of our experience
· The only thing that stand in causal relationships are experiences
· When we say A caused B we just mean that I experience B due to A
· The realist claims that mind-independent objects cause our perceptual experiences
· But we cannot experience mind-independent objects!
· So we cannot say that our experiences of mind-independent pencils have occurred in close temporal proximity to our experiences of seeing a pencil
· Because we never experience mind-independent objects, they cannot be appealed to in a causal explanation of anything!
· Nevertheless, Hume claims that most of our beliefs about the external world are true
· How can that be?
· I believe that there really is a table before me, and that I’m not just imagining or hallucinating it
· According to Locke, this means that I believe that there exists a mind-independent table that is causing my perceptions
· This position is known as representational realism: our perceptual experiences represent features of the external world insofar as mind-independent objects are believed to cause these experiences
· Hume doesn’t think that this makes any sense, given that mind-independent objects cannot be causes
· Instead, he thinks that my belief that there exists a table before me amounts to the claim that I can rely on the existence of a set of orderly perceptions of the table
· If I walk forward, I will hit my leg on the table; if I leave the room and return, I will see the table; if I put my coffee cup on the table, it will not fall to the ground, etc.
· I cannot likewise rely on the existence of a set of orderly perceptions of a pink elephant
· I might see a pink elephant in the room, but if I walk forward, I will not encounter it; if I leave the room (and sober up), it will not be here when I get back; if I tried to rest my coffee cup on it, the cup would fall to the ground
· The difference between the table and the pink elephant has to do with the character of our experiences of these things, not with the causes of our experiences of these things
· Likewise, the difference between our perceptions of “real” and “unreal” objects has to do with the character of our experiences of these things, not the causes of our experiences of these things
· Our experience of “real” objects are coherent, forceful, and orderly; our experiences of “unreal” objects have none of these properties
· This position is known as phenomenalism
Objections to phenomenalism
· The phenomenalist offers no explanation for the coherent, forceful, and orderly character of perceptual experiences
· Instead, they consider is to be a brute fact – a fact that neither admits nor requires an explanation
· It seems unsatisfying, however, to simply say “well that’s just the way it is” when asked why our experiences are orderly rather than chaotic
· Does the character of our experience admit and/or require an explanation
· Recall what the phenomenalist says that I mean when I say that there exists a table at the front of this room
· What is mean is: if you were to walk into room W8 and look to the front of the room, you will see a table
· The table is not a mind-independent object causing our perceptual experiences, but simply the content of our perceptions in certain conditions
· But what about other things mentioned in the conditions – for example: room W8 and Huron College – are these mind-independent entities?
· Is the phenomenalist saying: when you stand in a particular location in the external world, under particular conditions, you will have the following experiences (such as seeing a table)
· What the phenomenalist is saying is: if you take a particular sensory route, you will have such-and-such experiences
· If you have the experience of walking into Huron College and down the hall to room W8, then you will have the experience of seeing a table at the front of the room
· Are there any problems with this account of what our claims about the external world mean?
· One problem is that there are usually many different sensory routes to any given sensory location
· You can arrive at room W8 by any number of different routes
· This would seem to make the phenomenalist translation of the claim that there exists a table at the front of room W8 overly complicated:
· If you have the experience of taking route A to room W8, or of taking route B to room W8, or the experience of taking route C to room W8,… then you will have the experience of seeing a table at the front of the room
· Another problem with this view is that we can make intelligible claims about states of affairs taking place at locations whose sensory routes we have never experienced
· Presumably, I know the meaning of the claim that “the White House is located at 1600 Pennsylvania Ave.”
· However, having never been to Washington D.C., I have not experienced any of the sensory routes to the White House
· Thus, the phenomenalist seems forced to admit that I don’t know what this claim means – but this is highly implausible!
· How do you know when someone is angry?
· They yell, make violent gestures, etc.
· We make inferences from peoples’ behaviour to the mental states that are causally responsible for that behaviour
· Hume’s theory of causation resurfaces
· We do not experience other peoples’ mental states any more than we experience mind-independent objects
· Therefore, we cannot rightly make inferences from someone’s behaviour to the presence of a particular mental state
· Furthermore, we cannot make inferences from our experience of someone’s behaviour to the existence of a mind-independent body that is actually behaving that way
· In other words, not only can we not arrive at justified conclusions about the mental states of other people, we cannot arrive at the conclusion that persons other than ourselves even exist!
· This unpopular position is known as solipsism
· The case of other minds seems to give us a reason to reject Hume’s claim that we can make causal inferences from A to B (e.g.: from a person’s behaviour to their mental states) only if we have directly experienced both A and B
· Any other cases?
· Yes: cases of unobservable theoretical entities
· Presumably, the causal inferences from the crackling sound of a Geiger counter to the conclusion that there is a relatively high level of radioactivity in the area is justified – yet radioactivity is not something that we can directly experience
· Having rejected phenomenalism, let us also reject the claim that the orderly and the involuntary nature of our perceptual experiences is a brute fact that requires no explanation
· We are now looking not only for an explanation of the character of experience in terms of its causal genesis, but the best explanation
· Instead of appealing to the existence of mind-independent objects to account for the orderly and involuntary nature of our experiences, we might appeal to the existence of god (Berkeley), and evil demon (Descartes), or the Matrix
· These alternative hypotheses seem just as capable of explaining the character of our experiences
· Our experiences are involuntary because they are not being caused by us, and they are orderly because they are being caused by an intelligent agent
· Why should we think that representative realism constitutes the best of the possible explanations?
· BonJour’s answer: it is a simpler explanation of the character of our experiences
· According to the representational realist, I see a rectangular table-top before me because there is a rectangular table-top before me
· According to an idealist like Berkeley, I see a rectangular table-top before me because god is causing in me the perception that I would have if there was a rectangular table-top before me
· Or, perhaps I see a rectangular table-top before me because a computer is causing in me the perception that I would have if there really was a rectangular table-top before me
· Advocates of these alternative explanations are making two central claims:
· The experiences that we have are just the sorts of experiences that we would expect to have if we lived in a material world populated by objects that have many of the same properties as the contents of our experiences
· And yet, our experiences are not caused by such material objects, but by something else entirely (god, a computer)
· Representational realism consists of one central claim
· The experiences that we have are caused by material objects that possess many of the properties that we perceive them as having
· Representational realism is a simpler explanation than its competitors because it consists of one explanatory principle rather than two
· Why is this epistemically relevant?
· Why does the simplicity of an explanation count in favour of its truth or its probability of being true?
· Recall the probability of a conjunction of two propositions is the product of the two propositions
· P(A and B) =  P(A) x P(B)
· Therefore, the probability of a conjunction is less than the probability of either of its conjuncts
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Do you find BonJour’s argument convincing?
