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Perception & Empiricist Foundationalism 
 

 

1.  Foundationalism without Descartes 

- Fallibility and Cogito 

  

2.   five ‘basic’ sources of knowledge: 

 

1. A priori knowledge 

2. Perception 

3. Introspection and consciousness 

4. Memory 

5. Testimony 

  

INFERENCE is a way, not a source knowledge. 

  

3.  Perception as an important (or, essential?) source of beliefs 

 

Perceptual fallibility and Perception in JTB 

Compare: 

‘I think, therefore I am.’ with ‘I see the rain outside.’ 

 

4. What is perception? 

  

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

 

There seems to be an important difference between 

simply seeing an object, what we might call objectual seeing. 

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

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

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

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

 

5.  Perception and belief 

 

Perception typically, but not invariably, gives rise to belief 

In many cases—in most of our conscious life—we do believe what we 

perceive.  

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 really cut off 

her hand.  

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. 

 

Two kinds of Empiricist foundationalist strategy –  Qualia and  doxastic 

ascent. 

1. to reflect upon our perceptual beliefs. Our perceptual beliefs have a 

distinctive feature. 

  

We don’t infer that we seem to see something in our experience—call it an 

idea, a sense- datum, a quale, plural “qualia”. 

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.  

 

Criticism of this kind of empiricist foundationalism:  

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

anything else? 

the empiricist foundationalist faces the problem of explaining how it is that 
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our nonbasic beliefs get to be justified at all.    

 

2. It is not the direct knowledge of the sense-datum that justifies one’s 

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.  

 

Criticism of this kind of empiricists’ foundational strategy - 

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

beliefs by appealing to lots of other beliefs.  

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; instead, it 

draws upon a wide range of other beliefs. 

 

6.  The coherentist alternative 

 

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. 



4 

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: 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’s epistemic responsibility.  

A person is justified in believing something if he acts as he is ought to, with 

regard to his other 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. 

 
 


