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Beginners Epistemology: Lecture 4 

Perception & Empiricist Foundationalism 

 

1. Foundationalism without Descartes. 

most of our beliefs are fallible. The fact that the cogito can’t be doubted doesn’t guarantee that our 

perceptual beliefs are true. That was where the arguments for God came into play. 

For example, my belief that it is raining is justified by, and depends upon, my belief that there is a 

pitter-patter sound on the window. 

Descartes’ approach to knowledge was to provide an infallible foundation. 

We should keep apart: 

(i) Descartes’ project of trying to secure or guarantee our beliefs by providing a foundation in basic 

self-justifying beliefs 

(ii) A different epistemological project, that of trying to identify and describe the “basic” beliefs that 

don’t depend upon other beliefs. 

Whether or not we want to, or think that we should, guarantee our beliefs, the fact remains that chains 

of justification come to an end.  

Knowledge and belief is something that we acquire, or arrive at, or come to have.  

Whether or not we agree with Descartes’ aims we can agree that there are various sources of 

knowledge.  

Knowledge is something that we acquire, but where do we acquire it from and how do we get it? 

Now, some of our knowledge is acquired from other beliefs that we have: we can infer things, draw 

conclusions, from what we already take to be the case.  

But where do our beliefs come from in the first place? 

One option that we won’t be discussing is: 

Innate Knowledge – this is knowledge that we have “built in” to us, that we don’t have to acquire 

it at all  

2. Sources of Knowledge 

There seem to be five ‘basic’ sources of knowledge (or only four if we rule out testimony) 

1. A priori knowledge: this is not the same thing as innate knowledge. A priori knowledge is 

knowledge that you can find out without having to investigate the world, via the senses, to 

determine whether it is true.  

Many people hold that the truths of mathematic and logic are a priori. 

2. Perception 

3. Introspection and consciousness 

4. Memory 

5. The speech or “testimony” of others 
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We can form beliefs based on what we have seen, or heard, or know of ourselves, or what we recall 

and so on.  

We’ve already said something about reasoning and inference:  

we infer from one belief that another is true, but inference is, perhaps, best viewed as a way of way 

of extending, or adding to knowledge that we already have,  

Because inference takes stuff that we already believe and know as its material, it cannot be viewed 

as a source of knowledge. 

By thinking about the sources of knowledge we have another way of thinking about the structure of 

knowledge:  

some beliefs are acquired via the sources noted above, whilst other beliefs are based upon them. This 

gives us a sense of what a basic belief might be: a basic belief is one that is formed via one of the 

sources of knowledge.  

3. Perception as an important (essential!) source of beliefs 

Perceptual beliefs seem to be good candidates for being basic beliefs because they don’t “rest upon” 

any further beliefs. Perception is a way of acquiring beliefs that is not essentially based upon further 

beliefs. 

We can perceive the world around and about us.  

Perceptual beliefs, even though they are very important, won’t do the job for Descartes’ kind of 

foundationalism.  Perceptual beliefs are fallible. 

Compare: 

(i) I think, therefore I am. 

(ii) I see the rain outside. 

Nonetheless it seems that perception can be a basic source of belief and knowledge. It is where we 

acquire beliefs about the world around us. But this raises a number of questions: 

(i) How does perception give rise to beliefs? 

(ii) How does perception give rise to true beliefs? 

How does perception give rise to justified true beliefs?  

That is, how and why are our perceptual beliefs about the world justified? Is it right to form beliefs 

about the world on the basis of perceiving how things are? 

4. What is perception?  

objectual seeing, “seeing as” and “seeing that” 

For simplicity’s sake we’re going to use visual perception as our example of perception. 

Perception seems to involve, at the very least, three things. 

(1) A perceiver. 

(2) The object that is perceived. 

(3) The “perceptual relation” between the perceiver and the object of perception. 

But what exactly is this “perceptual relation”, and what exactly are the objects that we perceive 



3 

when we perceive, and how do we gain knowledge of the world by perceiving objects in it? 

Let’s consider some examples. 

Suppose a dog sees Peter Andre walking past. The dog sees Peter Andre, but he does not know 

who Peter Andre is. Suppose the dog then sees a Porsche drive past. He sees the Porsche but 

does not know that it is a Porsche. 

The underlying point here is that seeing an object does not imply that one knows what it is that 

one sees. 

It should be clear that one can see something or someone without knowing what it is, or who it is, 

or what kind of thing that it is. 

There seems to be an important difference between 

(i) simply seeing an object (what we might call objectual seeing) 

(ii)  seeing the object as something, someone, or some kind of thing (seeing as). 

What does this difference amount to? The key contrast is that seeing something as something 

implies having a belief about what the thing is.  

Belief, then, seems to be a crucial part of seeing something as something. 

But there is more to seeing than objectual seeing and “seeing as”.  

When we see an object, we may also see that it is a certain way but not others. 

So, in addition to objectual seeing and “seeing as” we seem to have: 

(iii) seeing that something is a certain way (“seeing that”) 

Now this kind of seeing – seeing that things are a certain way – is often called propositional seeing 

or propositional perception if we’re talking about perception in general.  

epistemologists are primarily concerned with propositional knowledge.  

5. Perception and belief 

How is perception a source of propositional knowledge? We are working with the assumption that 

knowledge is justified true belief.  So, we face two initial questions: 

(i) Does perception give rise to belief? 

(ii) Does perception give rise to true beliefs? 

(ii) Are perceptual beliefs justified? 

If we can answer yes to all three, then it would seem that perception can be a source of knowledge. 

Let’s consider each in turn. 

Perception typically, but not invariably, gives rise to belief 

In many cases—in most of our waking life—we do believe what we perceive.  

If it seems that there is a glass of cold lager on the table in front of us we act accordingly and we are 

willing to say that there is a glass of cold lager on the table if asked where the lager is, and so on. 

But not always. Suppose you are at the circus and you “see” a magician cut off her own hand. In this 

context you don’t believe that he has cut off her hand.  
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your lack of belief means that you’re unwilling to do the normal things that you would do if someone 

cut off someone’s hand. you don’t run onto stage trying to help, you don’t ring for an ambulance etc. 

You might have the same experience. but in one case you believe what you see, in the other you 

don’t.  

The key point here is that the beliefs we form are not just based on what we see at that moment.  We 

have lots of other beliefs too. 

If you believe that you are at a theatre, that the person in front of you is a performer who is trying to 

shock and trick you, then you will suspend your beliefs about what you see.1 

But in general we tend to believe what our eyes tell us, unless we have some other reason which 

gives us grounds to discount the evidence of our senses. 

We can talk of perceptual beliefs as a way of referring to beliefs about the observable world that are 

based upon our perception of it.  

But knowledge is more than just belief. Knowledge requires truth and requires justified belief. But 

does perception provide us with true beliefs? Are our beliefs based upon perception justified? [Do 

we have a right to believe what our senses tell us?] 

(ii) Fallibilism: perceptual beliefs may not be true 

Suppose you are walking down the road. You suddenly stop because there’s a big black dog that has 

just come round the corner, running quickly. You start to walk back slowly. You look more closely. 

Oh, it’s just a bin bag blowing in the wind.  

Here you formed a belief on the basis of how things seemed in your experience, but it turned out to 

be wrong. 

6. Empiricist foundationalism 

Whilst perception does seem to give rise to beliefs, it doesn’t always give rise to true beliefs.  

If perceptual beliefs aren’t guaranteed to be true, what gives us a right to believe any of them, or this 

one, or that one?  

if perceptual beliefs aren’t based on anything else, how can we have grounds for holding that they 

are true?  

We seem to be back to the kind of worry that Descartes had – given that our perceptual beliefs can 

be wrong, what justification do we have for believing any of them? 

There are different strategies that suggest themselves at this point, and these, in turn, depend upon 

what we are trying to achieve. 

Epistemology is always a practical affair. 

Two kinds of foundationalist strategy 

7. Infallibility foundations and SENSE DATA 

We want to guarantee truth. 

                                                           
1 Psychologists have a fancy term for this phenomenon: our perceptual beliefs are cognitively penetrable. What this 

means is that what you take to be the case depends, rationally, upon what else you take to be the case. There seem to be 

aspects of perception that are unlike beliefs: these aspects are cognitively impenetrable. For example, when you see a 

visual illusion, you may know that, say, two lines are the same length, but you can’t help seeing them as different. 
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At this point what we might do is to reflect upon our perceptual beliefs. Our perceptual beliefs have 

a distinctive feature.  

Suppose you seem to see a red tomato on the table in front of you. You might be wrong that there is 

a red tomato actually there. But there seems to be something that you can’t be wrong about: that you 

seem to see a red tomato. 

So, whilst we might be wrong about the existence of external objects, there are “things” that we are, 

as Russell put it, directly acquainted with. We don’t infer that we seem to see something.  

There is just something “there” in experience before us, and we can’t be wrong about that (even if 

the something in experience—call it an idea, a sense- datum, a quale (plural “qualia”), or “the 

given”. 

On this view our knowledge has foundations in a kind of “direct” knowledge of something in 

experience. Such knowledge is self-justifying.  

We can’t be wrong about how things appear to us.  

The problem with such a view is what is the status of our normal perceptual beliefs about tables, 

chairs, tomatoes, buses, etc.  

So this strategy seems to leave us back where we started: it’s not a help to say that there we have 

special direct knowledge of our own minds but only fallible beliefs about the world. 

There is also a deeper problem with this kind of empiricist foundationalism.  

Suppose that we accept that you can’t be wrong about how things seem to you.  

The problem is: how does this direct knowledge of appearances give you any reasons for forming 

beliefs about the external world? You have direct knowledge of a patch of red and a certain smell: so 

what!!!  

Why should direct knowledge of one thing give us any grounds for inferring anything else? 

So, the empiricist foundationalist faces the problem of explaining how it is that our nonbasic beliefs 

get to be justified at all.    

The foundationalist argues that we have 

(i) immediate knowledge of a “red sense datum” 

But we then come to believe 

(ii) “There’s a tomato in front of me” 

The most obvious line of thought would be to say something like: 

“It tends to be the case that when I see something that looks, smells and feels, like a red tomato, 

there’s a tomato there” 

or 

“Millions of people see millions of things every day, so perception is a pretty reliable source of 

knowledge.” 

or: “I know my eyes are pretty good, and I don’t make many mistakes” 

Whilst these statements do offer us reason to form a belief on the basis of what we see it is important 

to stress that we have departed from foundationalism.  
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It is not the direct knowledge of the sense-datum that justifies ones beliefs but, rather a further, 

higher- level, belief: that is, a belief about beliefs, or about perception. e.g., the belief that beliefs 

formed in this way tend to be true, and so on. 

This is sometimes called the “DOXASTIC ASCENT” argument  

If we don’t appeal to beliefs about perception, we might try to justify our beliefs by appealing to lots 

of other beliefs.  

This “other beliefs” would be odd if it weren’t a real tomato, or that it came from a bag with 

“tomatoes” on it and you remember buying them and so on.  

Here the idea is that your belief (that there is a tomato before you) is justified because it fits with a 

wide range of evidence and other beliefs that you have. 

If this is right then justification of perceptual beliefs is not simply based upon a simple inference 

from direct knowledge of sense data, it draws upon a wide range of other beliefs. 

8. The coherentist alternative 

The strict foundationalist argues that there are basic beliefs and that the justification of nonbasic 

beliefs is derived from them. But this seems implausible in the case of perceptual beliefs.  

We might argue that our perceptual states are psychologically basic in that they are not based upon 

inferences from other more fundamental beliefs (i.e., we don’t infer that we seem to see red).  

It does not follow that psychologically basic states can, by themselves justify further beliefs, or even 

provide a sound basis for making inferences about the world.  

Beliefs that are psychologically foundational may not be epistemically foundational.   

So, a more sensible picture of justification is a coherentist one. 

The coherentist view of justification is that a belief is justified in terms of its relation to sets of 

beliefs. 

A belief is justified if it coheres with a large set of other beliefs which cohere amongst themselves.  

But there is a problem here: do you have to know that your beliefs cohere? Do you have to know 

that the coherence of your beliefs makes it likely that they are true? But how can you know this? 

What is the basis of this further belief?  Doesn’t this just set up the regress problem again? 

Maybe the problem here is with internalism? 

9. Internalism again. 

Foundationalism and coherentism are two views about the nature of epistemic justification.  

Both of them presuppose the internalist idea that justification is bound up with individual epistemic 

responsibility.  

A person is justified in believing something if they act as they ought to with regard to their beliefs.  

But if you can only act on the basis of what you know (or believe), then justification will always be 

in terms of what is cognitively accessible. 
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Study Questions 

 

Section A 

1. What was Descartes trying to achieve with his foundationalism? 

2. Give two (different) reasons for thinking that there are basic beliefs? 

3. In light of your answer to 2. what are basic beliefs? (take care!) 

4. Could there be creatures who were incapable of acquiring knowledge? 

5. What sources of knowledge are there? 

6. Are all the sources of knowledge in 5. equally basic? 

7. What is empirical knowledge? 

8. What are the sources of empirical knowledge? 

9. Do sources of empirical knowledge involve the formation of basic beliefs? 

10.  Give an example of “Objectual” seeing. 

11.  Give an example of “seeing as”. 

12.  Give an example of “seeing that”? 

13.  Why are epistemologists particularly concerned with seeing that? 

 

Section B: Perception and Justification 

14.  Does seeing imply believing?  Give examples. 

15.  Does perception give rise to true beliefs? 

16.  Is perception fallible? 

17.  If perceptual beliefs are fallible, in what sense are they justified? 

18.  Is it (epistemically) irresponsible to accept perceptual beliefs as true? 

19.  Is it (epistemically) irresponsible to accept perceptual beliefs as true without further evidence 

that they are true? 

20.  What are “sense-data”? 

21.  What is Russell’s knowledge by acquaintance? 

22.  What is empiricism? 

23.  How  can  an  appeal  to  knowledge  by  acquaintance  provide  a  foundation  for empiricist 

theories of knowledge? 

24.  How can an empiricist foundationalism account for the justification of everyday perceptual 

beliefs about the world? 

25.  Can the empiricist foundationalist account for the justification of everyday perceptual beliefs 

about the world without making appeal to further beliefs (e.g., beliefs about which sources of 
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belief are justified)? 

26.  Are our perceptual beliefs justified “atomistically” (i.e., one at a time, in isolation from one 

another)? 

27.  What is “coherentism”? 

28.  How does the coherentist account of empirical knowledge differ from the standard 

foundationalist account? 

29.  What is the distinction between a psychologically basic belief and an epistemically (or 

justificatory) basic belief? 

30.  How are perceptual beliefs justified, according to the coherentist? 

 


