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ABSTRACT: Recently, Anil Gupta raised several important objections against Wilfrid 
Sellars’s theory of perception. The purpose of this paper is to defend Sellars’s theory of 
perception against these objections. I admit that some aspects of his theory are prob-
lematic: for example, there are good reasons to reject Sellars’s view that the ultimate 
referent of a perceptual taking is a sense impression. Nonetheless, I argue that a Sel-
larsian account of perception is still a viable approach to perception, despite Gupta’s 
powerful objections.

RÉSUMÉ : Récemment, Anil Gupta a soulevé plusieurs objections importantes à 
l’encontre de la théorie de la perception de Wilfrid Sellars. Cet article se donne 
pour objectif de défendre la théorie de Sellars contre ces objections. J’admets que 
certains aspects de sa théorie posent problème. Il y a, par exemple, de bonnes rai-
sons de rejeter la thèse de Sellars selon laquelle le référent ultime d’une saisie 
perceptive (perceptual taking) est une impression sensible. Néanmoins, je soutiens 
qu’une explication sellarsienne de la perception reste une approche viable de la 
perception, en dépit des puissantes objections de Gupta.

Keywords: perceptual judgement, perceptual taking, sense impression, the given, Wilfrid 
Sellars, Anil Gupta

1. Introductory Remarks
Wilfrid Sellars defends a dual-component account of experience, according to 
which experience consists of two separable components: a conceptual compo-
nent, which involves an exercise of conceptual capacities, and a non-conceptual 
phenomenal component. The most important characteristic of this account is that 
the non-conceptual phenomenal component in experience does not play any role 
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 1 Two cautionary remarks are in order. Gupta argues for an alternative account of per-
ceptual experience (see Gupta 2006, 2012b, and 2019). But it is not my intention to 
argue against this alternative account. My goal in this paper is confined to showing that 
a Sellarsian account of perception is a viable approach to perception, despite Gupta’s 
objections. In addition, in this paper, I will focus on visual experience as a case of 
typical perceptual experience. Nonetheless, I do not thereby mean to claim that the 
essence of perceptual experience is revealed only by visual experience. Undoubt-
edly, even congenitally blind persons can have some perceptual experiences. Fortu-
nately, however, focusing on visual experience would not affect the goal of this paper, 
namely, defending a Sellarsian theory of perception against Gupta’s objections.

 2 See Sellars 1979.

in justifying beliefs. Against this theory, Anil Gupta raises several powerful 
objections in his 2012 paper “A Critical Examination of Sellars’s Theory of 
Perception” and in Chapter 2 of his 2019 book, Conscious Experience: A Logical 
Inquiry. My purpose in this paper is to defend Sellars’s theory against these 
objections. In particular, I will address his five most important objections.

First, by way of offering a transcendental argument, Sellars defends an epi-
stemic principle that our ordinary perceptual judgements are likely to be true. 
On this argument, we are effective agents in the world, and this fact requires 
that such an epistemic principle be an element in our conceptual framework. 
However, we could still be thinking and acting agents, even if such an epi-
stemic principle were false. Second, Sellars’s theory of perception has no 
resources to explain the impropriety of a demand for proof of perceptual judge-
ments. Third, his theory fails to explain the phenomenon that one can retreat 
safely to an appearance judgement in face of challenges. Fourth, Sellars’s 
account of perceptual judgements is deeply unsatisfactory insofar as it fails to 
explain the epistemic role of experience in cognition. Finally, Sellars is correct 
in taking the propositional given as mythical. Nonetheless, he is mistaken in 
taking the non-propositional given as mythical.

As we will see in due course, I admit that some aspects of Sellars’s theory 
are problematic: for example, there are good reasons to reject his view that the 
ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is a sense impression. Nonetheless, 
I will argue that his overall theory of perception is defensible, despite these 
problematic aspects.1

2. The Reasonableness of Fundamental Epistemic Principles
Let us begin by considering the following epistemic principle.

(PJ) Our perceptual judgements are likely to be true.

Sellars defends such an epistemic principle by offering a transcendental 
argument.2 His argument is very roughly as follows. We are effective 
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 3 See Gupta 2012a and 2019.
 4 For a more detailed discussion of this example, see Gupta 2011, pp. 164-195.
 5 See Lee 2014 and 2017.

agents in the world. To be effective agents, we need reliable cognitive maps 
of our surrounding world. If epistemic principles such as PJ did not hold, 
we could not have a reliable cognitive map of our world at all. Therefore, 
the fact that we are effective agents in the world requires that epistemic 
principles such as PJ be elements in our conceptual framework. Along this 
line of reasoning, Sellars argues that fundamental epistemic principles such 
as PJ are justified, not by virtue of empirical evidence, but as necessary 
conditions for a hardly disputable assumption, namely that we are effective 
agents in the world.

Gupta argues, however, that our status as thinking and acting beings does 
not depend on the truth of PJ.3 The most important reason is that perceptual 
judgements could contain concepts that embody fundamental misconceptions. 
For example, consider a language community in which the expression ‘up’ is 
governed by the following two criteria: the perceptual criterion and the con-
ceptual criterion. On the perceptual criterion, one’s judgement ‘a is up above 
b’ is warranted when the direction of the ray from b to a is the same as the 
direction of the ray from the centre of the earth to b. In addition, on the concep-
tual criterion, one’s judgement ‘a is up above b’ is warranted when the direc-
tion of the ray from b to a is the same as the direction of the Standard Up, 
which is defined in the following way. There are two perceptually salient 
objects in the community, namely, a mountain peak p and a natural satellite s 
located in geostationary orbit above p. And the direction of the Standard Up is 
the same as the direction of the ray from p to s. These two criteria do not pro-
vide different verdicts about the use of ‘up’ when they are used in places near 
the mountain; but they come into conflict with each other when they are used 
in places far away from the mountain because the earth is round. Here let us 
assume that people in the community do not know that these two criteria gov-
erning the use of ‘up’ are inconsistent. In such a case, despite the fact that the 
rules for the use of ‘up’ defined by these two criteria are, strictly speaking, in-
consistent, this expression can nonetheless be effectively used within a certain 
boundary. As this example shows, it is possible that people’s perceptual beliefs 
involve a fundamental misconception to the effect that they are, strictly 
speaking, false, and yet these false beliefs reliably guide their behaviour to a 
considerable extent.4 Partly for this reason, Gupta thinks that empirical ratio-
nality does not require the truth of PJ.

I agree with Gupta that we could still be thinking and acting agents, even if 
PJ were false. But I think we can defend PJ in a coherentist way, without 
assuming that we are effective agents. I have argued for this view elsewhere.5 
Accordingly, let me here confine myself to sketching this view.
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 6 See Kant 1996.

First, all living animals use sense organs to obtain information about the 
world necessary for their survival and wellbeing. We are no exception. Unlike 
mere animals, however, we are rational beings. In particular, on Kant’s view, it 
is our conception of ourselves that we are rational beings who can engage in 
theoretical and/or practical reasoning in order to determine what to believe 
and/or what to do.6 What then is our distinctive way of obtaining information 
about the world as rational believers? We acquire information about the world 
in a way that is bound by the norms of rationality. In other words, unlike other 
animals, we are by nature such rational beings whose beliefs are bound by the 
norms of rationality. Due to this distinctive rational nature of ours, we can 
engage in reasoning in order to determine what to believe. And this epistemic 
practice assumes that it is, at least in principle, possible for us to justify some-
thing. If we deny this possibility, we cannot defend or criticize any claim, and 
so the end of rational discourse. Along these lines, we may argue that our epi-
stemic discourse does not begin without any presumptions, and that it is a 
minimum presumption for our epistemic discourse that it is, at least in prin-
ciple, possible for us to justify something. Here observe that to deny this pre-
sumption is tantamount to denying our nature as rational beings. In this regard, 
it is noteworthy that even a sceptic can hardly deny this minimum presumption 
for our epistemic discourse. If a sceptic denies this minimum presumption, she 
cannot defend her sceptical claim. For this reason, the sceptic who denies this 
minimum presumption is self-refuting. Hence, we can hold this minimum pre-
sumption unless we are given some positive reasons to think otherwise.

Second, epistemic justification (henceforth simply ‘justification’) is a nor-
mative concept. We ought to accept justified beliefs, whereas we ought not to 
accept unjustified beliefs. In addition, justification is a goal-dependent con-
cept. To say that a belief is justified is tantamount to saying that it has a favour-
able status vis-à-vis our epistemic goal. By contrast, to say that a belief is 
unjustified is to say that it has an unfavourable status vis-à-vis our epistemic 
goal. Thus, if our epistemic goal were unreasonable, we would not have to 
accept any alleged justified beliefs. Accordingly, the normative status of a 
belief depends on the reasonableness of our epistemic goal. Hence, it is a min-
imum presumption for our epistemic discourse that our epistemic goal is rea-
sonable, just as it is a minimum presumption for our epistemic discourse that it 
is, at least in principle, possible for us to justify something.

What then is our epistemic goal? Our epistemic goal is usually understood 
as having true beliefs and avoiding false beliefs. But we cannot step outside 
our conceptual framework to judge whether a belief is true (or justified). On 
this coherentist insight, we have no other way but to evaluate whether a belief 
is true (or justified) on the basis of our epistemic norms within our conceptual 
framework. In addition, as Kant insists, it is our conceptual framework that 
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 7 See Lehrer 2000, esp. p. 170.
 8 See Brandom 1994, esp. pp. 204-206.

provides the norms, criteria, or rules for defending (or criticizing) any claim. 
Therefore, it is inevitable to address any justification question on the basis of 
our conceptual framework. Along these lines, Sellars argues that the best we 
can do for our epistemic goal is to gradually improve our conceptual frame-
work from within. In particular, he upholds an explanatory coherence theory, 
according to which our epistemic goal is to gradually improve our conceptual 
framework, so as to achieve a world picture with a maximum of explanatory 
coherence.

Third, I accept a Lehrerean conception of coherence. Coherence is usually 
understood as a matter of how the components in a system of beliefs fit 
together or dovetail with each other. Except for this sort of metaphorical char-
acterization, however, there is no generally accepted definition of ‘coherence.’ 
In this frustrating situation, Keith Lehrer offers a very illuminating account of 
this elusive concept.7 On his proposal, we can understand coherentist justifica-
tion in terms of ‘beating all competitors’ or ‘answering all objections.’ On this 
view, roughly, one is justified in accepting that p just in case one can answer all 
objections raised against it (or beat all competing hypotheses) on the basis of 
one’s background system. But I accept a Sellarsian social practice theory of 
justification. On this view, our concept of being justified in holding a belief has 
been developed on the basis of our social practice of demanding justification 
and responding to such demands. Thus, we should understand our notion of 
justification in accordance with this social practice model of justification. This 
is an intersubjective model of justification, rather than a subjective model. As 
a consequence, we must modify Lehrer’s conception of coherence in accor-
dance with this intersubjective model. On this social practice theory of justifi-
cation, roughly, we are justified in accepting that p just in case we can answer 
all objections raised against it in our social practice of justification.

Fourth, as Robert Brandom argues, our social practice of demanding justifi-
cation and responding to such demands requires the default-and-challenge 
structure of justification.8 As previously pointed out, it is a minimum presump-
tion for our epistemic discourse that it is, at least in principle, possible for us to 
justify something. In addition, as also pointed out, our concept of justification 
has been developed on the basis of our social practice of justification. Thus, it 
is a minimum presumption for our epistemic discourse that it is, at least in 
principle, possible for us to justify something in our social practice of justi-
fication. Furthermore, the default-and-challenge structure of justification is 
required for us to justify something in our social practice of justification. The 
reasons are roughly as follows. In the first place, the infinite regress of justifi-
cation is impossible. Suppose that a claimer defends his claim by offering a 
ground, A. A challenger can call this ground into question by saying, ‘Why A?’ 
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To meet this challenge, the claimer might provide another ground, B. The chal-
lenger can, in turn, call this ground into question by saying, ‘Why B?’ Here it 
should be noted that, if the challenger were entitled to keep raising a question 
‘Why is that?’ to any reply of the claimer, there would be no claim that the 
claimer can ultimately justify. In the second place, genuine doubt can take 
place only against a background of beliefs that are not doubted at the same 
time; to put the point another way, there must be a conceptual framework 
within which doubts and settlement of doubt take place. Thus, the possibility 
of one’s defending something requires that some claims be treated as having 
default justification unless some challenger provides positive reasons to doubt 
them; that is, there must be some claims for which the burden of proof shifts to 
the challenger.

With the above points in mind, let us now consider how to justify PJ. As 
noted, we have no other way but to address any justification demand on the 
basis of our social practice of justification. PJ is no exception. And we can 
defend this principle in the following way. First, we have relied on PJ in order 
to justify perceptual beliefs about the world. Second, we have no positive rea-
son to think that this principle is false. Third, we have no alternative but to 
accept PJ in order to pursue our epistemic goal. If these three conditions hold, 
then we can take PJ as having a default positive justificatory status in our social 
practice of justification. Let me elaborate on the last point.

As mentioned, it is a minimum presumption for our epistemic discourse that 
it is reasonable for us to pursue our epistemic goal. Recall that our epistemic 
goal is to gradually improve our conceptual framework, so as to achieve a 
world picture with a maximum of explanatory coherence. In addition, we ulti-
mately obtain information about the world through the senses. In other words, 
our senses are the ultimate source of information about the world. Thus, if we 
could not rely on our perceptual abilities in order to obtain information about 
the world, then we could not realize our epistemic goal of achieving a world 
picture with a maximum of explanatory coherence. For denying the general 
reliability of our perceptual abilities is tantamount to closing our ultimate epi-
stemic door to the world. Therefore, if we reject the general reliability of our 
perceptual abilities, we cannot get our epistemic pursuit off the ground. Along 
these lines, we may argue that we have no alternative but to accept PJ in order 
to pursue our epistemic goal.

As already pointed out, if the aforementioned three conditions hold, then 
we can take PJ as having a default positive justificatory status in our social 
practice of justification. Therefore, unless some sceptic somehow provides 
us with positive reasons to believe that our epistemic goal is unreasonable, or 
unless some genuine alternative to PJ is provided, it is reasonable for us to 
accept PJ. Here notice that my argument so far does not depend on Sellars’s 
assumption that we are effective agents in the world. Unlike his proposal, my 
proposal employs the strategy of shifting the burden of proof about PJ to any 
challenger. Hence, my Sellarsian coherence theory can defend PJ, while 
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 9 Gupta 2019, p. 56.
 10 Williams 2009, p. 179.

admitting Gupta’s objection that we could still be thinking and acting agents, 
even if PJ were false.

3. The Impropriety of a Demand for Proof of Perceptual Judgements
Gupta’s second objection is that Sellars’s theory has no resources to explain the 
impropriety of a demand for proof of perceptual judgements. He writes:

Sellars’s theory has no resources to explain the impropriety of a demand for proof of 
perceptual judgments. Suppose that I assert “This is a white sheet of paper” in an 
ordinary context in which a white sheet of paper is before my eyes, and suppose that 
a friend is present on the occasion. If the friend asks me to provide a deductive 
proof of my judgment, I shall be highly perplexed. I shall not know how to meet 
the demand. … The demand for proof makes no sense, and a good account of 
experience and perceptual judgment should explain why this is so. Sellars’s theory 
lacks resources, however, to do so.9

But the above objection does not pose a serious problem for my Sellarsian 
coherence theory either. As discussed in the previous section, the demand for 
justification should be explained in terms internal to our social practice of 
demanding justification and responding to such demands; and we can take PJ 
as having a default positive justificatory status in our social practice of justifi-
cation. As a consequence, we are justified in holding our ordinary perceptual 
judgements (or beliefs) unless we are given some positive reasons to doubt 
them: for example, we are having a hallucination under the influence of a drug. 
In other words, the burden of proof for our ordinary perceptual judgements 
shifts to those who challenge them. This is why a demand for justification is 
improper for our ordinary perceptual judgements, unless one has some positive 
reasons to doubt them. By contrast, judgements about mathematical facts such 
as the one that the sum of the angles in a triangle is 180° are not such that 
they have default justification in our social practice of justification. Here, it is 
noteworthy that, as Michael Williams points out, “the idea that epistemic justi-
fication conforms to a default-and-challenge structure does not conflict with 
(and so is not an alternative to) the position that Sellars defends in [his 1979 
paper].”10 Along these lines, a Sellarsian can explain why it is improper to 
make a demand for proof of ordinary perceptual judgements.

4. Shifts in Perceptual Judgements
Gupta’s third objection is that Sellars’s theory fails to explain an epistemic 
phenomenon that one can always retreat safely to an appearance judgement in 
face of challenges. He writes:
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 11 Gupta 2019, pp. 56-57.

Suppose I make the perceptual judgment “that over there is a white sloop.” Suppose 
also that someone whom I regard as an authoritative source informs me that what I 
said is false. I, thus, withdraw my claim, but notice that my visual experience entitles 
me to shift to a weaker claim, such as “that over there is a white sailboat.” I may be 
rebuffed a second time. The authoritative source may tell me that no boat, not even 
a fake one, is to be found there. I can now affirm, without shifting my gaze or the 
direction of my pointing, “that over there is a white boat-shaped surface.” This, too, 
can be overturned. But a further retreat remains possible. I can find safe haven in an 
appearance judgment: “it looks to me as though there is a white something over 
there.” This phenomenon—this capacity of experience to ground new judgments in 
face of challenges—is left a complete mystery by the Sellarsian theory.11

Let me address the above objection by considering three situations in which 
a subject, S, makes each of the following judgements, respectively:
 

 (i)  The object in front of me is red.
 (ii)  The object in front of me looks red to me.

 (iii)  It looks as if there is a red object in front of me.
 
According to Sellars, these cases share two common components. On the one 
hand, there is a common propositional content that can be expressed by the 
sentence ‘There is a red object in front of me.’ On the other hand, there is a 
common non-propositional component as well. Notice that, from S’s subjec-
tive point of view, her experiences can be qualitatively indistinguishable in 
these cases. Nonetheless, there are still important differences. In the case of (i), 
S ascribes to her experience the propositional content that there is a red object 
in front of her, and endorses this content as well. If this endorsement is correct, 
(i) is a case of veridical experience. In the case of (ii), S ascribes the same 
propositional content to her experience, but she only partially endorses this 
content. More specifically, although S endorses that there is a particular object 
that she refers to as ‘the object in front of me,’ she does not endorse that this 
object is red. Thus, this case is compatible with the possibility that the partic-
ular object to which she refers as ‘the object in front of me’ is not really red, 
but only looks red perhaps due to red lighting above her head. In the case of 
(iii), S ascribes the same propositional content to her experience, but she does 
not endorse even the claim that there exists a physical object which she pur-
ports to denote as the ‘object in front of me.’ Thus, this case is compatible with 
the possibility that she is having a hallucination.

Now it is important to observe that the weakest judgement, (iii), is hardly 
refutable. In this case, as noted, S ascribes to her experience the propositional 
content that can be expressed by the sentence ‘There is a red object in front of me.’ 
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 12 See Sellars 1963, esp. §§16-20.
 13 See, e.g., Sellars 1975, Lecture III, §30.

But except for this, she does not undertake any substantial commitment. Recall 
that she is not even committed to the existence of what she refers to as the 
‘object in front of me.’ Thus, making this kind of appearance judgement is 
tantamount to making the most guarded judgement, that is, the most cautious, 
least committal judgement.12 And such a guarded judgement is not vulnerable 
to correction. This is because in making such a guarded judgement one does 
not undertake any substantial commitment about how things are: no substantial 
commitment, no correction. Along these lines, Sellars can explain why one can 
always retreat safely to appearance judgements in face of challenges. Let me 
emphasize the reason again: in so sticking to appearance judgements, one does 
not make any substantial claim about how things are, so that these appearance 
judgements are hardly refutable.

5. Explanation of Perceptual Judgements
Gupta’s fourth objection is that Sellars’s account of perceptual judgements is 
deeply unsatisfactory insofar as it fails to explain the epistemic (or rational) 
role of experience in cognition. In this section, however, I argue that Sellars’s 
overall theory of perception is defensible, even though we may have to reject 
his ancillary claim that the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is always a 
sense impression.

First, it is worth considering why Sellars introduces the notion of sense 
impression in the first place. Consider again the three situations in which S 
makes each of the following judgements, respectively:
 

 (i)  The object in front of me is red.
 (ii)  The object in front of me looks red to me.

 (iii)  It looks as if there is a red object in front of me.
 
Suppose that (i) is a case of veridical perception, whereas (ii) and (iii) are its non-
veridical counterparts. As noted in the previous section, a veridical perception 
and its non-veridical counterparts share a common propositional content. The 
question then is: why do we have similar conceptual episodes in a veridical per-
ception and its non-veridical counterparts? According to Sellars, an experience 
of seeing (or seeming to see) that p contains a distinctive phenomenal aspect that 
is absent in the case of merely thinking that p, and we need to introduce sense 
impressions in order to explain this difference between experience and mere 
thought. In addition, we also need sense impressions in order to explain why we 
have similar conceptual episodes in a veridical perception and its non-veridical 
counterparts. This is because these conceptual responses are triggered by suit-
ably similar proximate causes, which are sense impressions.13
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 14 See Sellars 2002, §58.
 15 See Sellars 2002, §61.

Now it is worth noticing that Sellars draws a sharp line between the logical 
space of reasons and the realm of law, so that the above-the-line elements that 
belong to the logical space of reasons are not conceptually reducible to the 
below-the-line elements that belong to the realm of law. As noted, sense 
impressions are the causal antecedents of perceptual judgements. In addition, 
there is no difference in conceptual content between seeing that p and merely 
thinking that p, and so the aforementioned distinctive phenomenal aspect that 
is absent in mere thought is non-conceptual. Therefore, insofar as sense 
impressions are understood only as non-conceptual episodes in the below-the-
line, they cannot play any epistemic (or rational) role. According to Gupta, 
however, this view of Sellars’s fails to explain the epistemic role of experience 
in cognition. I will say more on this in due course.

Another problem with Sellars’s theory is related to his view that the ultimate 
referent of a perceptual taking is a sense impression. According to Sellars, we 
can characterize perceptual takings as having the functional role of hybrid 
demonstrative phrases of the form ‘this-such.’ Suppose that S forms a visual 
perceptual belief whose propositional content can be expressed by ‘This red 
object is rectangular on the facing surface.’ Suppose also that there is nothing 
in the external world for S to be referring to as ‘this red object.’ In such a case, 
according to Sellars, the perceptual demonstrative ‘this red object’ ultimately 
refers to S’s sense impression. Sellars’s reason is roughly as follows. Our per-
ceptual experiences are always about something. For they are not cases of 
imagination.14 Thus, even when S is hallucinating, her perceptual taking must 
have its referent. But there is nothing in the external world for S to be referring 
to as ‘this red object,’ and so this referent should be a sensation, rather than 
a physical object. For this reason, Sellars takes sense impressions (or sensa-
tions) as the last-resort referents of our perceptual takings.15 In other words, 
he argues that the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is always a sense 
impression. But this view has a problematic implication.

Our perceptual thoughts are normally directed to physical objects in our 
surroundings, rather than to inner phenomenal states that prompt them.  
Accordingly, as Sellars admits, at least in standard conditions, S’s perceptual 
taking represented by a demonstrative phrase such as ‘this red object’ is a 
taking of a physical object. And S’s illusory perceptual experience can be phe-
nomenally indistinguishable from the corresponding non-illusory perceptual 
experience. Thus, it seems that S’s perceptual taking, even in a non-veridical 
case, is a taking of a physical object. Therefore, on Sellars’s view, phenome-
nology is misleading, because the subject’s perceptual taking is a taking of a 
physical object, but the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is instead a 
sense impression, which is a state of the subject. But this view is vulnerable to 
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 16 Gupta 2019, p. 55.
 17 See Coates 2007, pp. 29-30.
 18 See Coates 2007, p. 80.

the following objection: “Logic and phenomenology provide no reason to 
suppose that the sensing itself is present in experience. … From the logico-
phenomenological viewpoint, it is odd in the extreme to suggest that the 
demonstrative denotes a state of the subject.”16 I agree with Gupta on this 
point. Thus, in what follows, I argue that the referents of one’s perceptual 
takings are not one’s sense impressions, even when one directs one’s atten-
tion to one’s perceptual experiences.

First, as mentioned, the difference between seeing that p and merely 
thinking that p lies in the fact that the former contains an additional compo-
nent, a distinctive phenomenal state that is absent in the latter. But as Paul 
Coates argues, we can see that there is a distinctive phenomenal component in 
experience, not by some kind of direct apprehension of the phenomenal com-
ponent, but by a second-order reflection on the difference between two different 
kinds of conceptualized states: seeing that p and merely thinking that p.17 This 
means that the phenomenal component in experience is not the kind of thing 
that one can directly apprehend by some kind of inner sense. In this regard, it 
is worth recalling that ‘sense impression’ is a theoretical term that is introduced 
to explain why we have similar conceptual episodes in a veridical perception 
and its non-veridical counterparts. Thus, one can grasp the character of one’s 
experience only as a conceptualized state, and this conceptualized state is 
common to a veridical experience and its corresponding non-veridical experi-
ences. Hence, insofar as the subject purports to refer to a physical object in the 
case of a veridical experience, S will also purport to refer to a physical object 
in the case of a non-veridical experience, since a veridical experience and its 
non-veridical counterparts are inner states that are qualitatively indistinguish-
able from the subject’s point of view.

Second, as Coates also argues, when one directs one’s attention to one’s 
perceptual experience, one can characterize the experience only in general 
terms.18 The reason is roughly as follows. When one directs one’s attention to 
one’s perceptual experience, it ceases to play its normal role, that is, the role of 
enabling one’s attention to be directed towards the ostensibly seen environ-
ment. As noted, a veridical perception and its non-veridical counterparts share 
a common phenomenal component. Thus, the qualitative aspect of one’s per-
ceptual experience is logically independent of any specific object one is seeing 
in a veridical case. For this reason, when one characterizes one’s perceptual 
experience in a way that is logically independent of any specific external 
object, one cannot help but characterize it only in general terms, by reference 
to the general links between experience types and the kinds of objects and 
properties in the subject’s surroundings. For example, S can describe her 
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 19 See Sellars 2002, §59.
 20 See Coates 2007, pp. 163-164.

perceptual experience in the following way: ‘I have a visual experience of the 
sort I would have when I see a red book in front of me.’ Therefore, what is 
taken in the case of the most cautious perceptual taking, which is common 
between a veridical experience and its corresponding non-veridical ones, can 
be characterized only in general terms.

Third, given the distinction between mere referential purport and referential 
success, to say that a perceptual demonstrative, such as ‘this red object in front 
of me,’ actually succeeds in referring to its purported referent is to make a 
substantial claim, which is fallible. But, as pointed out above, insofar as S’s 
perceptual experience is the object of her attention, she can characterize the 
experience only in general terms. And describing one’s experience in this gen-
eral way is tantamount to taking one’s experience in the most cautious way. 
Moreover, as Sellars points out, we can get at the most cautious perceptual 
taking by thinning out our perceptual commitment.19 In so doing, however, we 
do not intend to change the referent of a perceptual taking. Rather, we avoid 
making a substantial commitment, which is vulnerable to rational criticism. 
Therefore, to say that I have an experience of the sort I would have when I see 
a red book in front of me does not imply that I am committed to the claim that 
my perceptual taking succeeds in making a demonstrative identification of a 
particular object (or state). What I am saying is rather that, from my subjective 
point of view, my experiential state is suitably similar to the experiential state 
I would have when I see a red book in front of me. To put the point another 
way, a perceptual taking represented by a demonstrative of the form ‘this-such’ 
is consistent with the discovery that it lacks its referent. Hence, when a person 
characterizes her experience only in general terms, she does not have to commit 
herself to the claim that her perceptual taking succeeds in referring to a partic-
ular object (or state).

Fourth, one cannot be directly aware of a sense impression as a sense im-
pression. Suppose that S sees a red book in front of her. In this case, she must 
exercise a physical object concept in her perceptual experience in order to take 
herself to be seeing a red book. Here, following Coates, it might be useful to 
distinguish two senses of ‘awareness’: a conceptual sense of awareness and a 
non-conceptual sense of awareness.20 In the conceptual sense of awareness, we 
may say that in the above case S is (conceptually) aware of an object as a book 
(that is, as belonging to a certain kind). And what S is (conceptually) aware of 
in her visual experience would be nothing other than a book. But, as already 
pointed out, a perceptual experience contains not only a conceptual compo-
nent, but also a sense impression (as a non-conceptual phenomenal state). 
Thus, we may say that S directly experiences a sense impression. In this 
sense, we may say that, insofar as S is consciously aware of her perceptual 
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 21 In a similar vein, Jay Rosenberg (2000) argues that sense impressions are never 
experienced as sense impressions. In addition, as Sellars (2002, §60) himself 
admits, construing the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking as a sensation “does 
not require the perceiver to conceptualize his sensation as a sensation.”

 22 Sellars (1975, Lecture I, §61) expresses his preference for an adverbial analysis of 
sensing.

 23 See Evans 1982, esp. pp. 174-175.

experience, she is directly aware of her sense impression (as a component of 
her perceptual experience). But this kind of awareness does not require that she 
be (conceptually) aware of her sense impression as belonging to a certain kind. 
For one’s non-conceptual awareness of an experience does not involve any 
conceptual classification. Therefore, although one can be directly aware of a 
sense impression in the non-conceptual sense, one cannot be directly aware of 
a sense impression as a sense impression.21 Let me elaborate on this point a bit 
further.

As noted, we can sometimes direct our attention to our phenomenal experi-
ences by themselves, rather than to external objects in our surroundings. In 
other words, by adopting a reflective stance, one can form thoughts about one’s 
experiences as such. For example, S can think of her experience as ‘an experi-
ence of seeing (or seeming to see) a red book,’ and what she is conceptually 
aware of in this case is characterized in terms of concepts that classify the 
experience as belonging to a certain kind. At this point, it is important to notice 
that the form of one’s conceptual awareness of a phenomenal experience, such 
as ‘it looks to me as if there is a red and rectangular object over there,’ is not 
deictic. This is instead what can be characterized in an adverbial way: I am 
sensing in an of-a-red-rectangle manner; I am sensing a-red-rectangle-ly.22 
Notice that S is sensing in an of-a-red-rectangle manner does not imply that 
there is a red rectangular object which she has sensed. Thus, by going adverbial 
in this way, we can argue that one’s conceptual awareness of a phenomenal 
experience is compatible with the fact that one does not succeed in referring to 
something. To put the point another way, we can argue that sense impressions 
are not objects of conceptual awareness.

Fifth, Gareth Evans imposes a tracking constraint on demonstrative identifi-
cation.23 On this constraint, one can identify an object insofar as one can keep 
track of the object over a period of time (albeit a very short time). For this 
reason, S can succeed in making a demonstrative identification of a certain 
object by the use of a hybrid demonstrative of the form ‘this-such’ only under 
the condition that she can, at least in principle, keep track of the same object 
over a period of time. And when a hybrid demonstrative such as ‘this red 
object’ picks out a physical object in the subject’s surroundings, the subject can 
keep track of the same object over a period of time. But the case for a sense 
impression is quite different for the following reason.
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 24 Here it might be worth considering one possible objection. Contemporary acquain-
tance theorists (notably, Fales 1996, BonJour 2003, and Gertler 2012) insist that 
one can be directly aware of the phenomenal character of an experience. Accord-
ing to the acquaintance view, one’s direct awareness of an experience can be an 

Suppose that at time t1 S has a visual experience E1 of the sort she would 
have when she sees a red book in front of her, and at time t2 she has a visual 
experience E2 of the sort she would have when she sees a red book in front of 
her. The question then is whether S can keep track of a certain object by the use 
of a hybrid demonstrative like ‘this something red’ over a period of time 
(for example, from t1 to t2). As I have emphasized, insofar as one directs one’s 
attention to one’s perceptual experience, one can characterize the experience 
only in general terms, that is, in a way that is logically independent of any 
specific object one is seeing in a veridical case. As also previously pointed out, 
insofar as one characterizes a perceptual experience only in general terms, one 
does not have to commit oneself to the claim that there exists something to 
which a hybrid demonstrative like ‘this something red’ refers. In this regard, it 
is noteworthy that, insofar as S characterizes a perceptual experience only in 
general terms, there are no objective criteria by which S can determine whether 
what she purports to refer to by the demonstrative ‘this something red’ at t1 is 
the very same thing as what she purports to refer to by the demonstrative ‘this 
something red’ at t2. Moreover, even if E1 and E2 are qualitatively indistin-
guishable, strictly speaking, they are different mental states. Notice that to say 
that two things are qualitatively indistinguishable does not imply that these two 
are one and the same thing. For example, two twins can look exactly alike, but 
these two are nonetheless different persons. Notice also that E2 can happen 
independently of E1, so that they are ontologically independent of each other. 
Therefore, there are no good grounds for thinking that what S purports to refer 
to by the demonstrative ‘this something red’ at t1 is the very same thing as what 
she purports to refer to by the demonstrative ‘this something red’ at t2. Along 
these lines, we may argue that a sense impression (as a mental state) fails to 
meet the aforementioned tracking constraint on demonstrative identification.

Sixth, and finally, we may admit that having a non-veridical experience 
is different from imagining something, for the former contains a distinctive 
phenomenal state that is absent in the latter. But this difference does not 
rule out the possibility that, in the case of a non-veridical experience, the 
subject’s perceptual taking represented by a demonstrative of the form 
‘this-such’ is consistent with the discovery that it lacks its referent. Therefore, 
we do not have to accept Sellars’s view that our perceptual experiences are 
always about something. Instead, we can argue that, in the case of the most 
cautious perceptual taking, one is not committed to the claim that one’s 
perceptual taking actually succeeds in making a demonstrative identifica-
tion of a particular object (or state).24
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epistemic basis for one’s perceptual belief; and one can have a direct awareness of 
the character of an experience in a way that is prior to, and independent of, the 
concepts in terms of which perceptual judgements are framed. I have already argued 
against two representative versions of the acquaintance view in detail elsewhere 
(see Lee 2013a and Lee 2013b). In addition, it is beyond the scope of this paper to 
refute this view. Thus, let me briefly point out one reason (among many) that I think 
Brie Gertler’s acquaintance approach to introspective knowledge is implausible. 
On her view, some introspective judgements about current phenomenal experiences 
can be justified entirely by the subject’s direct awareness of the experiences. For 
example, if S has a pinching experience, then by directing her attention to this 
experience, she can refer to the phenomenal property of pinching with an introspec-
tive demonstrative ‘this property.’ In addition, on the basis of her attention to the 
phenomenal property, S can form an introspective judgement ‘this property is now 
instantiated in me.’ In such a case, the term ‘this’ expresses a direct phenomenal 
concept, which has a distinctive ‘content,’ corresponding to the phenomenal property 
that is instantiated in her experience. Such a direct phenomenal concept is deter-
mined by a phenomenal property, not the other way around, and so no concepts are 
required to experience phenomenal properties, such as pinching. Let us suppose that 
S introduces a name ‘P’ to express this direct phenomenal concept. This phenom-
enal concept, insofar as it is a genuine concept, must be normative in the sense that 
its application can be assessed as correct or incorrect. For example, if S thinks ‘P is 
now instantiated again in me’ at some later time, then this thought must be some-
thing that can be correct or incorrect. Therefore, there must be a distinction between 
apprehending and merely seeming to apprehend. And this distinction implies a cri-
terion. For example, if S does not understand that a pinching experience is different 
from other kinds of experiences, such as a burning sensation and a tickling experi-
ence, S can hardly be taken to be aware of an experience as a pinching experience. 
Therefore, for S to be aware of an experience as a pinching experience, she must 
understand inferential relations of the following sort: a pinching experience is dif-
ferent from a burning sensation; a pinching experience is different from a tickling 
experience; a pinching experience is not a colour experience; and so on. If this is 
correct, one cannot be aware of a pinching experience independently of the use of 
any concepts. Along these lines, we may deny Gertler’s view that a direct phenom-
enal concept is determined by a phenomenal property, not the other way around.

If the above considerations are correct, we may reject Sellars’s ancillary 
view that the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is always a sense impres-
sion. Despite this problematic aspect of his theory, however, I argue in the 
remainder of this section that Sellars’s overall theory of perception is still 
defensible. Among others, we can provide good answers to the following 
questions.

To begin with, what are perceptual beliefs (or judgements)? As already 
pointed out, according to Sellars, perceptual takings are primarily the complex 
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demonstrative constituents of perceptual beliefs. Thus, it might be appro-
priate to restrict perceptual takings to takings as. Nonetheless, he did not 
give up the notion of a taking that (as distinct from a taking as). What then is 
the relation between a perceptual belief and a perceptual taking (understood 
as a taking that)? For example, consider a case in which S visually takes it 
that a is F. To say that S visually takes it that a is F does not, by itself, imply 
that she believes that a is F. For example, if S thinks that she is seeing a piece 
of paper under red light, she can withhold accepting that this piece of paper 
is red, even though the content of her perceptual taking is that it is red. 
Nevertheless, in standard conditions, S would not have any positive reasons 
to doubt such a perceptual taking, and so S would think and act in accor-
dance with such a taking. In this regard, it is important to note that perceptual 
beliefs are non-inferential beliefs that we come to have through sense per-
ception. Therefore, in standard conditions, to say that S visually takes it that 
a is F is tantamount to saying that she perceptually believes that a is F. Along 
these lines, we may argue that a perceptual belief (or judgement) is nothing 
other than a perceptual taking (understood as a taking that) under a normal, 
default condition.

What then is the relation between a perceptual belief and a perceptual taking 
(understood as a taking as)? As mentioned, perceptual takings in this sense are 
the demonstrative constituents of perceptual beliefs; in other words, such a 
perceptual taking provides the perceiver with the subject component of a per-
ceptual belief. Therefore, just as the subject component of a proposition is an 
indispensable part of the proposition, such a perceptual taking is an indispens-
able part of a perceptual belief.

The next question is: how are perceptual beliefs related to sense impres-
sions? As already pointed out, sense impressions are the causal antecedents 
of perceptual beliefs. Here it is worth emphasizing that only conceptual 
responses, which have correctness conditions, can play a rational role, so 
that sense impressions (understood as non-conceptual episodes) cannot play a 
rational role. In addition, as already argued, a perceptual belief is a percep-
tual taking (understood as a taking that) under a normal, default condition. 
Thus, our ordinary perceptual takings have default justification in our social 
practice of justification. Thus, unless we are given some positive reasons to 
doubt them, we will think and act in accordance with our ordinary percep-
tual takings. If, on the other hand, one has some positive reasons to think 
that a given perceptual taking is not veridical, one should stop being guided 
by the perceptual taking. Along these lines, Sellars (or a Sellarsian) can 
explain the epistemic features of perceptual beliefs in terms of our percep-
tual takings (as takings that), without recourse to the alleged given in con-
scious experience.

Finally, we can also deal with the following objection of Gupta’s: “The 
resources of ‘cause’ and ‘sensing’ are simply insufficient even to demarcate 
perceptual judgments from other judgments, let alone to capture the rational 
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 25 Gupta 2019, p. 58.
 26 Gupta 2019, p. 59.

significance of the demarcation.”25 As noted, a perceptual judgement is a 
non-inferential judgement acquired directly through the senses. For example, 
we can make a perceptual judgement that p directly by seeing that p. In addi-
tion, seeing that p contains a distinctive phenomenal aspect that is absent in the 
case of merely thinking that p. Thus, a perceptual judgement is accompanied 
by a distinctive sensory experience. By contrast, a non-perceptual judgement is 
not a perceptual judgement because it is not acquired directly through the 
senses. One typical example of non-perceptual judgement is a judgement 
based on another person’s testimony. And such a non-perceptual judgement 
does not involve a distinctive phenomenal aspect that is present in the case of 
seeing that p. Therefore, we can distinguish perceptual judgements from 
non-perceptual ones by comparing these two different kinds of conceptual-
ized states. For, unlike the case of a non-perceptual judgement, a perceptual 
judgement is acquired directly through the senses, and so it is accompanied 
by a distinctive sensory experience.

6. The Myth of the Non-Propositional Given
Finally, according to Gupta, although Sellars is correct in taking the proposi-
tional given as mythical, the non-propositional given is not a myth. He writes:

Let us call the given propositional when it renders the acceptance by the subject of 
some empirical propositions evident or, at least, rational. Then, if in the Myth of the 
Given the given is understood to be propositional, then Sellars is entirely correct to 
declare it mythical. No theory of experience can be satisfactory that falls into what 
we may call the Myth of the Propositional Given. Our critical examination of 
Sellars’s theory of perceptual judgment reveals, however, that no purely coherence 
theory can be satisfactory, either. Hence, while the propositional given is a myth, 
the given cannot be a myth. We must see the rationality of a perceptual judgment 
as issuing not just from some internal characteristics of the conceptual system 
but as founded, in part, on something extra-conceptual in experience. This extra-
conceptual something plays an important rational role—it yields a given—but 
this given is not propositional.26

On Gupta’s view, one important reason the non-propositional given is not a 
myth is that no pure coherence theory can be satisfactory. As I discussed in 
Section 2, however, a Sellarsian coherence theory of justification is defensible. 
In addition, as I noted at the beginning of this paper, the purpose of this paper 
is confined to showing that a Sellarsian account of perception is still a viable 
approach to perception, despite Gupta’s powerful objections. Thus, let me here 
confine myself to briefly explaining why I reject Gupta’s key step for the 
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 27 Gupta 2019, p. 94.
 28 Gupta 2011, p. 244.

non-propositional given, namely that something extra-conceptual in experi-
ence can make a rational contribution to the rationality of one’s perceptual 
judgement.

According to Gupta, S’s visual experience can make a rational contribu-
tion to the rationality of her perceptual judgement; and two factors are at play 
in her making a perceptual judgement: experience and view. On this account, 
S accepts a view; she undergoes a visual experience; and she thereby makes 
a particular perceptual judgement. Here the role of experience is to render 
rational transitions from views to judgements. Gupta explains the given in 
experience as follows:

Let e be your visual experience; v, your antecedent view; and J, your perceptual 
judgment. Let us represent the transition from acceptance of v to judgment J 
thus:

 (1)  (Accept: v) → (Accept: J).

Note that (1) is not a statement but a singular term that refers to a transition. So, the 
symbol “→” is not a sentential connective and should not be read as “if … then …” 
Now, let Γe be the given in experience e. Then, we can represent the contribution of 
e to your judgment thus:

 (2)  Γe: (Accept: v) → (Accept: J).27

 
Furthermore, according to Gupta, the transition from a view to a perceptual 
judgement is analogous to the transition from the premises of a modus ponens 
argument to its conclusion. Observe that the transition from the premises of 
a modus ponens argument to its conclusion is rational, because it is a truth-
preserving transition. In a similar vein, the transition from a view to a per-
ceptual judgement such as (1) is rational because it is truth-preserving in 
the sense that if v is correct then J is true. He writes:

What I am saying is that the given is truth-preserving in this sense, that if the view is 
correct, then the entailed perceptual judgments are true.28

The given in experience, I am suggesting, is analogous to a valid argument 
scheme. Both render rational transitions (not, e.g., judgments). Both are indif-
ferent to the status of the starting points of transitions. And both possess a  
certain generality: modus ponens, for example, institutes rational transitions for 
a whole range of premises, with entirely different contents (including false and 
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 29 Gupta 2019, p. 96.
 30 Sellars 1975, Lecture III, §16.
 31 See Gupta 2011, p. 234.

even incoherent contents). Similarly, the given in experience, Γe, institutes ratio-
nal transitions for a whole range of views (including incorrect and even absurd 
views).29

However, the above claims are problematic for the following reasons.
The first problem with Gupta’s view is concerned with the alleged rational 

transitions from views to judgements. As noted, according to Gupta, the role of 
experience is to render rational transitions from views to judgements. But to 
say that an experience renders a transition from a view to a judgement rational 
is to make a normative evaluation of the transition; and such a normative eval-
uation depends on some norms in terms of which we can determine whether 
such a transition is rational. But then, what are those norms? It is very doubtful 
that there are such norms. The reasons are as follows.

In the first place, as Sellars points out, “the concept of a reason seems so 
clearly tied to that of an inference or argument that the concept of non- 
inferential reasonableness seems to be a contradictio in adjecto.”30 Thus, 
the transition from a view to a perceptual judgement is rational only when 
it is analogous to an inferential process. If, however, it were an inferential 
process, the resulting perceptual judgement would be an inferential judge-
ment. But, as already pointed out, perceptual judgements are not inferential 
judgements. Thus, the transition from a view to a perceptual judgement 
cannot be a reasoning process. In this important respect, this transition is 
not analogous to the transition from the premises of a modus ponens argu-
ment to its conclusion.

In the second place, as pointed out in Section 2, we are by nature rational 
beings whose beliefs are bound by the norms of rationality. And we may say 
that to be rational is to be bound by the norms of rationality (or the rules of 
reasoning). In other words, any of our activities would not be rational if they 
were not bound by the rules of reasoning. Moreover, the rules of reasoning are 
intersubjective. But the alleged transitions from views to judgements are not 
bound by any (intersubjective) rule of reasoning. On Gupta’s view, the role of 
experience is to render rational transitions from views to judgements; and the 
given depends solely on the subjective character of experience.31 But there is 
no intersubjective rule that allows the transition from the subjective character 
of an experience to a perceptual judgement. Let me elaborate. Nowadays, it is 
widely believed that human beings are not born as (fully) rational beings. 
Accordingly, human beings must be trained and educated to become (fully) 
rational beings. And to say that we have become rational beings implies that it 
is our second nature to believe or act in accordance with the rules of reasoning, 
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 32 In this context, it is worth recalling that we cannot have an awareness of the char-
acter of an experience directly, that is, in a way that is prior to, and independent of, 
the conceptual characterization of any perceptual belief.

 33 See Frege 2013.

at least to some reasonable extent. For example, it is our second nature to 
follow the rule of modus ponens; accordingly, insofar as we have successfully 
been trained to follow this rule, just by accepting the premises of a modus 
ponens argument in the way required by this rule, we thereby believe its con-
clusion. But one’s subjective character of experience is not the kind of thing 
that can be evaluated intersubjectively.32 As a consequence, our normal educa-
tion and upbringing processes do not include a training process by which we 
can make a rational transition from views to perceptual judgements on the 
basis of the subjective character of experience. Instead, we are trained to make 
intersubjectively justified perceptual judgements in such a way that intersub-
jectively unjustified perceptual judgements can be subject to rational criticism. 
For example, one is trained to make a perceptual judgement like ‘there is a red 
object in front of me’ in just those situations where other people are allowed to 
make the same kind of perceptual judgement in our social practice of justifica-
tion. Along these lines, we may argue that there is no intersubjective rule that 
allows the transition from the subjective character of an experience to a per-
ceptual judgement.

In addition, our intersubjective rules of reasoning are what we adopt, and so 
they are in principle fallible. For example, consider Gottlob Frege’s Basic Law 
V, according to which the extension of the concept F is identical with the 
extension of the concept G if and only if the very same objects fall under the 
concepts F and G. He thought it as a truth of logic, and so, in his Basic Laws of 
Arithmetic, he tried to derive the fundamental axioms and theorems of number 
theory partly on the basis of this law.33 But, as is well known, it was subject to 
Russell’s Paradox. As this example shows, we could be mistaken even about 
what we take to be a truth of logic (or a rule of reasoning). By contrast, Gupta 
endorses what he calls ‘the reliability constraint,’ according to which the given 
in experience is not erroneous. This implies that the alleged transitions from 
views to judgements are immune to rejection. This, in turn, means that these 
transitions are not bound by any intersubjective rule of reasoning. If these con-
siderations are correct, there are no good grounds for thinking that an alleged 
transition from a view to a judgement is rational.

The second problem with Gupta’s view is concerned with how something 
that has no correctness conditions can make a rational contribution to the ratio-
nality of a belief. According to Gupta, an experience is neither correct nor 
incorrect; nonetheless, the synthetic additions brought about by experiences 
can enrich a view. He writes:
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 34 Gupta 2011, p. 215.
 35 Gupta 2019, pp. 96-97.
 36 Bermúdez 2007, p. 65.
 37 Kant (1963) distinguishes between sensation and intuition. For Kant, a sensation as 

a modification of the mind is not by itself a cognition, whereas an intuition as a kind 
of representation of an object is a cognition. In a similar vein, we may distinguish 
between a sensory experience as a non-conceptual state and a sensory experience as 
what one is conceptually aware of. But the latter should not be understood as an 
epistemic given. Notice that the latter is by itself neutral between veridical and 
hallucinatory experiences. In addition, as pointed out in Section 3, the justification 
of perceptual beliefs should be understood in terms of the ‘default and challenge’ 
model of justification. Therefore, the latter by itself does not provide any reason for 
a perceptual belief. By contrast, the given is supposed to make a rational contribu-
tion to the rationality of one’s perceptual belief.

The deliverances of experience are not the kinds of things that can be true or false.34

The synthetic additions brought about by experiences can enrich a view. The addi-
tions can disturb the view, and they can even utterly transform the view.35

Having a sensory experience is a causal response to some external stimuli, 
rather than a normative response. In this regard, it is worth recalling that there 
are no intersubjective rules of reasoning that govern our experiences so that 
our experiences are not subject to rational criticism. Thus, as Gupta points out, 
a sensory experience by itself does not have correctness conditions. But as José 
Bermúdez points out: “The notion of content stands or falls with the idea of 
correctness conditions.”36 And Gupta also does not attribute any content to an 
experience. Thus, we may say that an experience has no content. A question 
then arises: given that a sensory experience is a causal response to some exter-
nal stimuli, how can such a causal response that has no correctness conditions 
make a rational contribution to the rationality of a perceptual belief? To put the 
same point another way, how can such a causal response that has no content 
bring about a synthetic addition to the contents of a view? How is it possible 
that a rabbit (some additional content) is pulled out of a hat (something that has 
no content at all)?37

The third problem with Gupta’s view concerns whether the justificatory 
status of one’s perceptual judgement depends in part on something extra-
conceptual in experience. The rationality of a perceptual judgement must be 
intimately related to the justificatory status of the judgement in our social prac-
tice of justification. For example, consider the following case. The object in 
front of S looks red to her. Let us call this object ‘a.’ But all other normal 
observers sincerely report that a looks white to them. In such a case, all of us 
including S can decide to examine a’s colour in the standard condition for 
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 38 I would like to thank Anil Gupta and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful 
comments on an early version of this article.

examination of colour. If a looks white to standard observers in standard con-
ditions, S is not entitled to claim that a is red. As this example shows, whether 
one’s perceptual judgement is justified is evaluated in terms of what can be 
intersubjectively ascertained rather than one’s subjective experience. Note that 
only what can be intersubjectively ascertained can be presented as a reason for 
a belief in our social practice of justification. Therefore, only what can be 
intersubjectively ascertained is relevant for determining whether a perceptual 
judgement is justified. This implies that the subjective dimension of experience 
plays no justificatory role in our social practice of justification. Along these 
lines, Sellars (or Sellarsians) can deny that the justificatory status of one’s 
perceptual judgement depends in part on something extra-conceptual in  
experience.

To sum up, until and unless the questions raised in this section are ade-
quately answered, Sellars (or Sellarsians) can reject Gupta’s claim that some-
thing extra-conceptual in experience can make a rational contribution to the 
rationality of one’s perceptual judgement.

7. Concluding Remarks
Admittedly, some aspects of Sellars’s theory of perception are problematic. 
For one thing, our epistemic rationality does not depend on the fact that we are 
effective agents in the world. For another thing, there are good reasons to reject 
Sellars’s view that the ultimate referent of a perceptual taking is always a sense 
impression. Nonetheless, if my arguments in this paper are on the right track, a 
Sellarsian account of perception is still a viable approach to perception. In 
particular, Sellars (or Sellarsians) can provide defensible answers to the fol-
lowing questions. What are perceptual judgements? What is the relation 
between a perceptual judgement and a perceptual taking (understood as a 
taking as)? How are perceptual judgements related to sense impressions? 
How can we distinguish perceptual judgements from the corresponding non-
perceptual judgements? In addition, Sellars (or Sellarsians) can reject Gupta’s 
claim that something extra-conceptual in experience can make a rational 
contribution to the rationality of one’s perceptual judgement.38
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