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Resum en la llengua del projecte (màxim 300 paraules) 
Liberalism claims that for a subject S to be justified in believing p, a proposition about the external world, on the basis of his 
senses it is not necessary to be antecedently justified in believing propositions as there is an external world. On the other 
hand, conservatism claims that to be justified in believing that p on the basis of one’s perception, one must have antecedent 
justification to believe that p. Intuitively, we are inclined to think that liberalism about the structure of perceptual justification 
fits better with our epistemic practices. We acknowledge that, although we cannot produce warrant for the background belief 
in the external world, our empirical beliefs can be perceptually justified. However, I am interested in arguing that 
conservatism is theoretically better supported than liberalism. The first reason to defend this is based on the fact that in 
embracing liberalism dogmatism is affected by pervasive problems. The second one comes from recognizing the strength of 
the argument based on the thesis that experience is theory-laden. 
But not all are advantages for conservatism. Conservatism is presupposed in contemporary formulations of scepticism 
through the requirement of prior justification for background assumptions, and this fact compels anti-sceptical conservatives 
to conceive a non-evidential form of warrant, entitlement, to contest the sceptical threat My main worry is that, although the 
path of entitlement has some prospects to succeed, this new notion of justification seems to be posed ad hoc for 
conservatives to solve the sceptical problem. 
These contents are organized along the three chapters. The result of chapter 1 is a pattern of sceptical argument formed by 
two premises: P1*, a conservative principle, and P2*. In chapter 2 and chapter 3 two anti-sceptical proposals against the 
argument sketched in chapter 1 are described. Chapter 2 is devoted to explain and assess a first anti-sceptical proposal that 
denies P1*: dogmatism. Moreover, in chapter 3, another anti-sceptical strategy is described (the route of entitlement) that 
contests scepticism denying the plausibility of P2*. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 

Resum en anglès(màxim 300 paraules) 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
2.- Memòria del treball (informe científic sense limitació de paraules). Pot incloure altres fitxers de qualsevol 
mena, no més grans de 10 MB cadascun d’ells. 
 
El resultat de la investigació duta a terme durant el període de gaudi de la beca predoctoral 
FI ha donat lloc de manera especial a dos articles que han estat presentats en diferents 
seminaris i congressos. Ambdós articles constitueixen part de la meva tesi doctoral. Aquests 
dos treballs constitueixen la mostra més interessant i original del que ha estat la meva tasca 
investigadora al llarg dels últims tres anys. 
L’objectiu últim dels dos treballs és el d’argumentar en contra posicions dogmatistes sobre la 
justificació de creences perceptives. Aquestes posicions han ressorgit amb força en el marc 
de l’epistemologia. El seu ressorgiment és deu en part al fracàs d’altres propostes a l’hora 
d’oferir una resposta satisfactòria a l’escepticisme epistèmic. El dogmatisme, amb la seva 
proposta liberal sobre l’estructura del la justificació perceptiva, ofereix una proposta 
antiescèptica que, tot i que potser no convenç a l’escèptic, té la virtut de ser d’allò més 
intuïtiva. No obstant, tot i l’aparent plausibilitat de la proposta dogmatista, el meu objectiu ha 
estat mostrar que hi ha greus problemes teòrics que l’afecten. Altres filòsofs ja han ofert 
objeccions contra aquesta proposta; tanmateix, com intento mostrar en la meva tesi, 
aquestes objeccions no són definitives, és a dir, el dogmatisme pot donar solució a tots els 
problemes que aquestes objeccions plantegen. El meu objectiu ha estat oferir dos objeccions 
contra el dogmatisme que aquest no tingui perspectives de respondre. 
El primers dels articles que presento a continuació tracta d’argumentar que si la teoria de la 
càrrega teòrica de l’experiència és vertadera, aleshores el dogmatisme ha de ser fals. El 
segon dels articles tracta de mostrar que és implausible acceptar el dogmatisme perquè les 
conseqüències que d’aquesta proposta se’n deriven són clarament inacceptables. 
 
DOGMATISM AND THEORY-LADENESS 
 

Abstract: I will be concerned with an interesting contemporary debate about the structure of 

perceptual justification in which liberalism and conservatism are the two main positions. 

This debate is not only interesting by itself but significant for a subsequent assessment of 

some current anti-sceptical proposals. I aim to prove that, if the thesis of theory-ladeness of 

experience is granted, liberalism should be rejected in favour of conservatism. Moreover, I 

will show that conservatism, in the light of the thesis of theory-ladeness, appears as the 

unique plausible view. I will show that a third view actually defended by Coliva and a 

fourth view not yet in the scene, relevantism, should be discredited by their incompatibility 

with the thesis of theory-ladeness. Briefly, I will demonstrate that the thesis of theory-

ladeness of observation constitutes a definitive argument in favour of conservatism and also 

furnishes strong evidence against the other three views. So, all those anti-sceptical 

proposals based on such other views have no prospects of succeeding.  

 

 

I- Liberals and Conservatives 

The debate between liberals and conservatives takes place in the context of a renewed interest 

on Moore’s Proof of the external world. In the attempt to assess the cogency of the argument, the 

liberal and conservative positions concerning the structure of perceptual justification emerge. Moore’s 

Proof of the external world is usually presented as follows: 

 

(I) Here is a hand  

endorsed by a subject who holds up his hand in front of him in a state of cognitive lucidity 



 

 

(II) If there is a hand, there is an external world  

Therefore, 

(III) There is an external world 

 

Conservatism diagnoses that this argument suffers from a kind or circularity. According to 

this view, the experience as of there is a hand justifies you in believing (I) in a certain informational 

context in which (III) is already assumed. Thus, conservatism argues, the justification you have for (I) 

depends on the justification that you previously have for (III). So, if I you suppose that you have 

justification for (I), you are already assuming that you have justification for (III), but precisely (III) is 

what you are trying to argue for.  

The flaw of circularity that Moore’s Proof suffers is characterized as a justification 

transmission failure defect. Moore’s argument fails to transmit justification from the premises to the 

conclusion because, for the premises to be justified, the conclusion has to be already justified. So, no 

one could be convinced of the conclusion by running this argument. 

Conservatism’s constraints on the structure of perceptual justification underlie its diagnosis of 

epistemic status of Moore’s Proof. According to conservatism, some further requirement is needed for 

the experience to have perceptual justificational force, you cannot obtain justification for believing (I) 

merely in virtue of having an experience as of there is a hand. Given that experience supports 

perceptual propositions as (I) only within a certain informational context, for our experience to justify 

(I), it is required to have prior and independent justification for those propositions as (III) that 

constitute such informational context. In short, conservatism claims that the justification that the 

experience as of there is a hand offers to (I) is a theory-conditioned kind of justification. 

Contrarily, liberalism claims that Moore’s Proof constitutes a cogent argument. Liberalism 

adds that any objection to the Proof can be rebutted by appealing to some feature of the Proof that does 

not amount to an epistemic fault. The dissatisfaction that it could provoke is explained by its dialectical 

ineffectiveness when directed to the sceptic. The sceptic endorses a conservative view about 

justification that makes him to require antecedent and independent justification for (III) if the 

experience as of there is a hand has to justify (I). The sceptic has doubts about (III) since he has some 

reason to think that (III) could be false. So he cannot accept that experience constitutes justification for 

(I). Thus, if there is no justification for (I), there is no justification to be transmited to (III). Then, 

according to the sceptic, the argument cannot establish its conclusion. 

From the above analysis of Moore’s Proof emerges the liberal proposal. Liberalism defends 

that, in order to have justification for (I), you need only to have an experience that represents (I) as 

being the case. So, your justification for (I) does not presuppose or depend on your assumption or 

justification for anything else. Liberalism neither requires being aware of your experiences nor having 

or assuming certain background beliefs for being perceptually justified. Briefly, liberalism claims that 

perceptual justification is unconditional and immediate and that experience constitutes prima facie 

justification for (I) as long as one has no reasons to think that (III) could be false, in the sense that it is 

not required to have any view concerning (III).  



 

 

At this point, it is worth mentioning that both liberals and conservatives are involved in a 

normative project. They intend to know which justificational structure is required for a belief to be 

epistemically appropriate in the “abstract space of justifications”. They are not concerned with what is 

going on in our actual epistemic practices. Rather, they concentrate in knowing whether having 

justification for certain informational background propositions is a rationally necessary condition in 

order for the myriad of perceptual propositions, which we do indeed take to be perceptually justified, 

be actually justified.  

In the light of a normative project, the debate between liberals and conservatives can be stated 

in the following terms: in order for the experience to justify things as (I), is it rational to require as a 

necessary condition to have antecedent and independent justification for certain background beliefs? Or 

is it sufficient, as a rational necessary condition, to consider that experience gives prima facie 

justification for propositions as (I)?  These questions reduce to one: which should be the structure of 

perceptual justification that makes our acceptance of propositions as (I) rational?  

Now, after having briefly presented the debate between liberals and conservatives, I will turn 

to introduce and defend the thesis of theory-ladeness of observation. Before, however, I will explain 

why the thesis is relevant for this debate and for a further assessment of some contemporary anti-

sceptical responses, although it actually receives very little limelight.  

 

II- The Thesis of Theory-ladeness of Observation 

The thesis that observation is theory-laden is central to the liberal-conservative debate 

because, as I will argue, if it is true, it constitutes a pervasive objection against liberalism all at once 

that stands for a compelling argument in favour of conservatism. Furthermore, given that liberalism is 

what gives dogmatism its anti-sceptical force, if liberalism is objected, then dogmatism, as an anti-

sceptical proposal, is discredited. In contrast, given that conservatism becomes strengthened by the 

truth of the thesis of theory-ladeness, any anti-sceptical proposal, and also all those sceptical arguments 

that endorse such conservative assumptions, increase their credibility.   

It becomes evident that the discussion on the thesis of theory-ladeness of observation is 

usually left aside when one attends to the small extension that the main characters of the liberal-

conservative debate, J. Pryor and C. Wright, devote to it. They eventually refer to the thesis but, 

although Wright mentions Quine’s arguments in its support, neither Pryor nor him seem worried in 

offering a further and detailed argument. Pryor dedicates few pages to argue that, under the standard 

interpretation of the thesis, liberalism is perfectly compatible with the thesis of theory-ladeness. In 

contrast, Wright takes it as an assumption to grant the conservative principle.  

Given that the thesis of theory-ladeness of observation makes its initial appearance in the 

context of philosophy of science, I will use the conceptual machinery employed in this context to 

characterize the thesis. However, it will be necessary to adapt it when we move to the discussion on the 

structure of perceptual justification. The thesis of theory-ladeness of observation is roughly 

characterized by the claim that observation is not neutral, meaning by this that what we see is not 

merely determined by what we mere brute data of perception but also by the theories we endorse. 



 

 

Theoretical context and observers’ theoretical presuppositions influence observation in such a way that 

can make that any two observers, faced with the same sense data but holding different theories, 

formulate different observational reports. Take as an example the case of Tycho Brahe and Kepler 

looking at the sunrise. Tycho defends the geocentrist hypothesis whereas Kepler defends heliocentrism. 

If asked, Tycho will report that he sees a moving sun cross a stationary horizon. In contrast, Kepler will 

claim that he sees a moving horizon dipping down to expose a stationary sun. 

It is worth turn our attention to certain claims that should not be confused with the thesis of 

theory-ladeness. First, this thesis should not be taken as claiming that observers can see anything they 

want to see. The advocates of theory-ladeness consider that there is a real world that constraint the 

possible experience, what they stress is that experience is also determined by observers’ beliefs and 

expectations. Second, neither should it be confused with the assertion that scientists’ observations are 

often biased by social, economical, cultural or religious pressures that make them to see what would 

confirm their theories. This kind of deviation is undeniable but is not the kind of influence on 

observation that theory-ladeness is interested in emphasizing. Whereas one can be aware of this first 

kind of deviation and consequently correct it, the influence of theoretical assumptions theory-ladeness 

refers to is undetectable and therefore irredeemable. Third, the thesis of theory-ladeness is not 

equivalent to the metaphysical idealist view that the world is just the product of minds activity. Mind-

independence reality is not questioned, what is pointed out is that observational reports are highly 

dependent on observers thinking. Fourth, the thesis of theory-ladeness should not be confused with the 

thesis that explains the possible disagreement between subjects’ observational reports appealing to the 

uncontroversial claim that different observers see the same thing but interpret what they see differently. 

For the thesis of theory-ladeness the possible disagremement in subjects’ reports is due to the fact that 

they effectively see different things. 

The thesis of theory-ladeness of observation originates as the result of an argument initially 

developed in the 1950s and 60s, mainly by Hanson formerly [1950] and later by Kuhn [1962] and 

Feyerabend [1981]. This thesis opposes the empiricist and positivist demarcation between 

observational and theoretical statements. Consequently, it breaks down the traditional picture 

according to which the rational acceptability of scientific assumptions relies on a method by which 

theoretical statements are justified by empirical observations. Once the thesis of theory-ladeness is in 

place, there can be no more purely observational statements. So, experiential method becomes 

suspicious and ceases to be a rational guide for the acceptability of theories. 

As I said before, Hanson was the first to defend the thesis of theory-ladeness of observation. 

In its support he gives an argument to the best explanation. He considers that the hypothesis according 

to which what subjects see is determined by the theories they hold is the best explanation one could 

offer for the variety of cases in which subjects’ observational reports, made under what seems to be 

identical experiential conditions, differs. However, there seems to be an alternative account for the 

disagreement over the reports: the interpretation thesis. This other thesis claims that, in fact, the 

observers see the same thing, so the responsible of their divergent reports is a posterior different 

interpretation on what they have seen given that they hold different theoretical assumptions.    



 

 

Hanson argues against this alternative explanation. He draws his attention to figures of 

reversible perspective that appear in some Gestalt psychology textbooks: tea-tray, pelican-antelope or 

old woman-young woman. His strategy is to argue that different reports concerning these figures 

cannot be explained by divergences on observers’ interpretations. Thus, given that these cases are 

similar to Tycho-Kepler’s case in all relevant aspects, this case cannot be either explained by 

divergences on interpretation.  

                            
When different observers look at the reversible figure of pelican-antelope, if they do not suffer 

from some disease, their retinal images would be identical. Their visual data would be also identical, 

since, if they are asked to drawn what they look at, their draws will be indistinguishable. Thus, the 

interpretation thesis argues, it seems that the differences in their reports must lie in the interpretations 

on what they see. So, seeing this figure first as an antelope and then as a pelican “involves interpreting 

the lines differently in each case. Then for you and me to have different interpretation of this figure just 

is for us to see something different. This does not mean that we see the same thing and then interpret it 

differently.”1 What follows from Hanson’s quote is that, once it is admitted that interpretation does 

influence what you see, seeing the figure under the pelican interpretation and seeing it under the 

antelope interpretation amount to seeing two different things.  

The sunrise, in Tycho-Kepler’s case, is not an entity with such variable perspective but it 

shares with the antelope-pelican case the disposition to produce the same retinal image and an identical 

visual data. So, if the interpretation hypothesis turns out to be inadequate to explain the antelope-

pelican case, it is also inadequate to explain Tycho-Kepler case. Therefore, the thesis of theory-

ladeness, which predicts that Tycho and Kepler see different things since they hold distinct theoretical 

assumptions, is proved. 

After having examined the thesis of theory-ladeness, I turn to my main objective that is to 

argue that the thesis of theory-ladeness constitutes an argument in favour of conservatism and evidence 

against the other three alternatives views: liberalism, a third view endorsed by Coliva that I call 

liberalism* and relevantism2. Relevantism is no more than a contextualist view about the structure of 

perceptual justification that claims that the context determines, in each situation, whether the necessary 

condition for obtaining perceptual justification is as demanding as conservatism claims or as weaker as 

liberalism and liberalism* defend. If this can be proved, it will be obvious that the thesis of theory 

ladeness, that belongs to philosophy of science, is decisive for discussions concerning the structure of 

perceptual justification and, furthermore, useful to assess contemporary anti-sceptical proposals.  

 

                                                           
1 Hanson, N. R., (1958), p.9. 
2 As far as I know, relevantism as a proposal about the architecture of perceptual justification is not 
defended by anyone  



 

 

III- Liberalism and the Thesis of Theory-Ladeness 

Before arguing how the thesis of theory-ladeness constitutes a pervasive argument against 

liberalism, I will try to reformulate this thesis, exchanging the concepts that appear in its original 

presentation for others more suitable for the kind of discussion that I am interested in. The thesis of 

theory-ladeness claims that observation is not merely determined by what we perceive but also by the 

theories we endorse. Instead of ‘observation’ I will talk of ‘experience’. Both terms mean the same, 

they refer to the act of being aware, organizing and interpreting, by means of concepts, the information 

that comes from sense perception. However, the former is more common in philosophy of science 

whereas the latter is widely used in many other discussions and more adequate to our discussion. 

The other concept that appears in the original formulation of the thesis and deserves to be 

changed is the term ‘theories’. When the thesis of theory-ladeness points out that theories play a role in 

the determination of our observation, they typically refer to the theories that someone explicitly holds – 

in Tycho-Brahe’s case, ‘theories’ refer to geocentrism and heliocentrism hypotheses respectively. 

Nevertheless, ‘theories’ also refers to those background beliefs that are implicitly assumed and are not 

as directly detectable as the theoretical commitments that subjects overtly hold. Thus, for instance, 

what the scientist observes as the results of an experiment is not only determined by the physical 

theories he holds but also by other assumptions, as the belief that his measurement instruments are 

working properly. Within the discussion about the structure of perceptual justification, this has to be 

taken into consideration because the central question is to understand in which relation one has to be 

concerning both theoretical assumptions and background beliefs in order to obtain perceptual 

justification from his experience.  

If heliocentrism determines Kepler’s observation it could seem intuitive, although 

controversial, that for his perception to justify his observation it is required antecedent and independent 

justification for believing in heliocentrism. What it does seem more difficult to accept is the 

requirement of antecedent and independent justification for his background belief in the existence of 

the external world. So, if we determine that this latter requirement concerning the background beliefs is 

necessary in order to obtain perceptual justification, it will become obvious that it is also necessary 

such antecedent and independent justification regarding theoretical assumptions. It is for this reason 

that I take ‘theories’ to mainly refer to background beliefs in the framework of the perceptual 

justification debate. 

From these considerations, I will consider the thesis of theory-ladeness of observation within 

the debate about the structure of justification as claiming that experience is not merely determined by 

what we perceive but also by our background beliefs.  

Let us turn to prove that the thesis of theory-ladeness constitutes evidence against liberalism. 

My strategy will be to show that liberalism is incompatible with this thesis; thus, if the thesis is true 

liberalism should be false. Such incompatibility will be made explicit by contrasting it with the 

apparent cogency between the thesis of theory-ladeness and liberalism*. Later on, I will argue that such 

cogency is simply apparent. 



 

 

Firstly, it is essential to differentiate liberalism from liberalism*. Liberalism, as embraced by 

James Pryor, states that one’s experience immediately warrants (I) as long as one has no view (make no 

assumptions) about (III) or, equivalently, that one’s experience immediately warrants (I) as long as one 

has no reason to think that (III) might be false. This should not be confused with liberalism* which 

states that one can take experience as immediately warranting (I) as long as, lacking reasons to doubt 

(III), one assumes (III). In the attempt to show that, in principle, it is reasonable to endorse a view as 

liberalism* given the truth of the thesis of theory-ladeness, it will become more evident that liberalism 

is, by no means, acceptable if the thesis is true.    

The thesis of theory-ladeness of observation, in this new version I have presented, claims that 

our background beliefs are essential to determine our experience and, because of this, indispensable to 

establish its evidential value. However, this dependence on the background beliefs does not, at first 

sight, dictate which status these beliefs must have concerning the requirements on perceptual 

justification. So, the thesis seems to imply something quite weak. It can only be deduced from the 

thesis that in any situation in which the evidential value of experience is assessed, background beliefs 

should be taken into consideration somehow. So, apparently, that experience depends on background 

beliefs does not determine neither that they have to be independent and antecedently justified in order 

to obtain perceptual justification, as conservatism claims, nor that for our experience to justify our 

perceptual beliefs it is sufficient to positively assume, no doubt most of the time implicitly, these 

background beliefs. 

If the requirement of the thesis of theory-ladeness is to take background beliefs into 

consideration somehow every time that the evidential value of experience is assessed, then liberalism* 

seems perfectly compatible with the thesis. Liberalism* claims that, in order for the experience as of 

there being a hand justify us in believing (I), it is necessary to assume certain backgrounds beliefs as 

(III). This proposal presumes, in Coliva’s words, that “the evidential value of experience depends on 

(tacit) acceptance that there is an external world” [Coliva, 2007, p.6]. Hence, it can be seen that 

liberalism* is perfectly compatible with the thesis of theory-ladeness if we consider that requiring to 

tacitly assume certain background beliefs is a particular way of taking into consideration these beliefs 

when the evidential role of experience is appraised.      

At this point, it is worth noting that we know very little about the dependence of experience 

on background beliefs. It might be possible that a deep understanding on this issue shed light on some 

further commitments that the thesis of theory-ladeness would force us to embrace. Furthermore, 

perhaps this knowledge would undermine our belief in liberalism’s* compatibility with the thesis of 

theory-ladeness. So, let us try to find out which kind of dependence it is.  

According to the defenders of the thesis of theory-ladeness, experience depends on 

background beliefs in such a way that they i) make experience possible and ii) provide the experience 

with its particular content. What we have at first instance is brute perception or sense-data that needs to 

be interpreted and organized to constitute experience. This picture of perception opposes to that 

defended by theories of direct perception, according to which subjects’ experiences are direct in the 

sense that they are not mediated by sensations and sense-data. Hence, if the defenders of the thesis of 



 

 

theory-ladeness insist in such kind of dependence, they are committed to deny direct perception 

theories. Thus, they should be inclined to accept some kind of sensation-based perception views for 

which they have to offer an argument that does not dependent on the fact that such theories of 

perception follow from the acceptance of the thesis of theory-ladeness.  

Conceding that sensation-based perception is a plausible view about perception and that the 

dependence of experience on background beliefs can be characterized as above, here is an example of 

how experience can be determined by background beliefs.  That there is an external world is among the 

background beliefs that are necessary both to have the experience that can be described as of there is a 

hand, and to give to this experience the content that the object that one faces resembles a hand whose 

existence is totally independent of one’s thoughts. Consider now a situation in which instead of 

believing that there is an external world you belief that you are a BIV. In this case, you do not have the 

experience as of there is a hand, although you have the same sensation as the subject who actually has 

this experience.  It could not be the same experience because it would not have the same content. The 

belief in the existence of the external world determines part of the content of subject’s experiences; it 

provides his experiences with the following content: what it appears to me exists in a world 

independent of the mind. On the contrary, whatever experiences you might have, if you believe that 

you are a BIV, part of its content will be: what appears to me is no more than an electromechanical 

stimulus that has no independent existence of my mind. So, it is only possible in the first case, when 

one of the subject’s background beliefs is that there is an external world, to have the experience of 

there being a hand.   

Once the dependence of experience on background beliefs has been clarified, we can try to 

find out if this affects the result at which we have arrived concerning the compatibility between the 

thesis of theory-ladeness and liberalism*. I concluded that they are compatible because liberalism* 

attends to the weak requirement of the thesis regarding the position towards background beliefs. The 

thesis requires just taking into consideration somehow our background beliefs whenever experience 

plays an evidential role. Does the new information concerning the dependence relation make us realize 

that the attitude concerning background beliefs should be more demanding than mere assumption? If 

not, I can still maintain that liberalism* is compatible with the thesis of theory-ladeness. Rather, if we 

find out that the thesis of theory-ladeness requires more than the assumption of certain background 

beliefs, I am forced to give up the claim that liberalism* and the thesis of theory-ladeness are perfectly 

compatible. 

I am inclined to think that the new information concerning the dependence of experience on 

background beliefs does not offer any new indication about the role that background beliefs should 

play in contexts in which the evidential value of experience is evaluated. The analysis of such 

dependence cannot establish if the thesis of theory-ladeness requires that, in order for experience to 

justify our perceptual claims, it is necessary to have antecedent and independent justification for our 

background beliefs or if it is sufficient to simply assume them, reflexively or unconsciously. So, I am 

still disposed to accept that liberalism* and the thesis of theory-ladeness are compatible. 



 

 

These reflections will help us to appreciate that liberalism and the thesis of theory-ladeness 

are incompatible. Liberalism overlooks what derives from the claim that experience depends on 

background assumptions: i) that background assumption should be taken into consideration somehow 

when the evidential value of experience is assessed and ii) that the more plausible view on perception is 

sensation-based theory. 

Firstly, liberalism claims that your perceptual justification does not rest either on your 

presupposing anything else or on your justification for anything else. Secondly, it goes on saying that 

when it perceptually seems to you as if p is the case, you have prima facie justification for believing p. 

Liberalism’s first claim clearly opposes to i) since liberalism considers that background beliefs do not 

play any role in the appraisal of the justificational value of experience, whereas i) requires for them at 

least some attention in these situations, as long as experience depends on these background beliefs. 

If we focus on liberalism’s second claim without setting aside the first one, a further 

incompatibility between liberalism and the thesis of theory-ladeness arises since the thesis is commited 

to ii). According to liberalism, perception as if p is the case immediately justifies you in believing p. 

But perception conceived as mere sense data is unable to constitute justification, since its lack of 

propositional content makes it unable to have any representational power. So, if according to the 

liberalist perception as if p constitutes evidence, he must understand ‘perception’ as referring to 

experience and not to brute perceptual data. It follows from this that liberalism favours a theory of 

direct perception according to which what the subject perceives is what he experiences without the 

need of mediating sense data. But, as I have shown, the thesis of theory-ladeness compels us to reject 

such a view about perception and to defend a sensation-based theory instead. 

 

III- Pryor’s Defence of Liberalism 

At this point, I have demonstrated that liberalism is incompatible with the thesis of theory-

ladeness whereas liberalism* still appears compatible with it. Previous to prove that this apparent 

compatibility turns into an incongruity when the thesis of theory-ladeness is correctly analysed, I will 

consider Pryor’s objections against the claim that liberalism is incompatible with the thesis of theory-

ladeness. His strategy consists in showing that liberalism is compatible with the thesis of theory-

ladeness liberalism under three standard interpretations of the thesis. He considers a fourth non-

standard reading that he also judges as compatible with the thesis, although he does not offer any 

argument, perhaps because this interpretation does not deserve enough interest because of its non-

standard character. 

The claim that experience is theory-grounded might be firstly interpreted as meaning that 

experience is causally determined by the background beliefs one holds. Hence, the content of one’s 

experience will be one or another in virtue of one’s background beliefs. A subject holding that there is 

a red light will experience object’s colour differently from another subject that does not endorse this 

collateral belief.  

According to Pryor, this reading does not seem to contradict his position because this analysis 

focuses on how the experience is acquired and his view attends to the transition from experience to 



 

 

justified perceptual belief. Certain background beliefs might causally influence the acquisition of 

particular experiences but this does not mean that these beliefs should be necessary to justify perceptual 

propositions. 

Pryor is right in asserting that the thesis of theory-ladeness is a theory about experience 

acquisition but we have seen that what the thesis claims about the acquisition of experience can affect 

the evidential value of experience and, furthermore, the structure that should have perceptual 

justification.   

According to a second interpretation of the thesis, background beliefs can constitute a defeater 

for what it is prima facie justified by experience. For instance, if a subject is prima facie justified in 

believing that an election is taking place, this can be defeated by his background belief that it is just an 

election drill. Pryor claims that this second interpretation does not represent a problem for liberalism 

either. A liberalist can recognize that prima facie perceptual justification acquired by experience is 

fallible and can be defeated or undermined by some further evidence. Nevertheless, if there is no such 

defeater, prima facie justification for p will count, all things considered, as a justification for believing 

p. 

The problem of this response is related to the impossibility that background beliefs can be 

considered as further defeaters. The evidence that comes from our background beliefs cannot be 

considered as posterior evidence that defeats our prima facie justification. Rather, these beliefs 

constitute our epistemic framework that determines if a particular evidence could count as justification 

for certain hypotheses. If my belief that election drills are taking place constitutes a background belief, 

how is it possible that I come to take some visual evidence as justification for believing that a real 

election is taking place?  

Under a third interpretation, the thesis of theory-ladeness claims that some knowledge about 

concepts is obviously required to form perceptual beliefs. This would mean, as Pryor notes, that 

perceptual beliefs are not autonomously justified, that you need to hold other collateral beliefs about 

the notions in play in the statements of perceptual beliefs. According to Pryor, this next to last 

interpretation is not problematic for liberalism. He calls attention to the fact that the notion of 

immediately justified belief does not imply that one could be justified in holding a perceptual belief 

without needing to hold any other belief. Liberalism is not trying to defend that perceptual beliefs are 

autonomous; it only insists that the justification for perceptual beliefs does not rest on presupposing or 

having justification for those background beliefs about the concepts involved in them. 

It remains to be seen whether perceptual justification is possible without the minimum 

requirement of presupposing some knowledge about the concepts involved in perceptual beliefs. Thus, 

imagine that I belief that ‘water’ refers to wine. According to liberalism, my experience as of if there is 

wine gives me prima facie justification for believing that ‘There is water’ is a true proposition. But it is 

difficult to appreciate how this justification is possible without presupposing that ‘water’ is referring to 

wine. 

Finally, there is a fourth interpretation of the thesis of theory-ladeness according to which 

background beliefs are essential to achieve prima facie perceptual justification from experience. Pryor 



 

 

asserts that this does not contradict liberalism but he does not give any argument to support it. Instead, 

he points out that this is a controversial reading and that standard arguments in favour of thesis of 

theory-ladeness try to establish one of the three earlier claims which have been shown that are not 

incompatible with liberal views. 

It is hard to believe that under this last interpretation liberalism can be still considered 

compatible with the thesis of theory-ladeness. If background beliefs are taken as essential for 

experience to justify perceptual beliefs, it is clear that one has to attribute them some role in perceptual 

justification. But this is precisely what liberalism judges as mistaken. 

 

IV- Liberalism* and the Thesis of Theory-ladeness 

I have argued for the incompatibility between the thesis of theory-ladeness and liberalism. So 

far, liberalism* and conservatism appear both congruent with the thesis because they attend to the 

minimum requirement on background beliefs that follows from it. Next, I will prove that liberalism* is 

in fact incompatible with the thesis, against the appearances. My strategy will be to make evident that 

the thesis of theory-ladeness does not remain as neutral as it seems concerning what attitude should be 

taken towards our background beliefs when experience plays a justificational role. I will argue that the 

thesis of theory-ladeness implies that for the experience to justify one’s perceptual beliefs one has to be 

antecedent and independently justified in believing some background beliefs. Consequently, 

liberalism* should be judged no longer compatible with the thesis. 

Before presenting my argument it is worth reminding that we are within a normative project. 

So, given that we are within such a project, even if in fact we take experience to justify a perceptual 

belief, it is still pertinent to raise a further question; it is rational the acceptance of perceptual beliefs in 

the light of experience? For instance, we actually take my belief that here is a hand to be justified in the 

light of certain perceptual evidence, but it is still legitimate to ask: does experience establish the 

rational acceptability of my belief that here is a hand? If not, what could establish the rational 

acceptance of it?   

In my argument I will use the notion of rival theories. I will consider that two theories, t1 and 

t2, are rival theories if and only if i) they both purport to explain the same phenomena and ii) the 

explanations they offer are incompatible, that is, they cannot be both true (so the acceptance of t1 

logically precludes the acceptance of t1.) This notion also comes from the philosophy of science, 

consequently, to use it in the context of our discussion, I will talk of perceptual hypotheses or 

perceptual beliefs instead of talking of theories. 

Here is the scheme of the argument to show the incompatibility between the thesis of theory-

ladeness and liberalism* that I will discuss in more detail below: 

 

1) The evidential value of experience depends on background beliefs; 

consequently, the experience does not provide an objective ground to justify our 

perceptual beliefs and does not constitute a rational basis for our perceptual 

beliefs.  



 

 

2) The non-uniqueness thesis implies that the justification of a perceptual belief is 

always presented in terms of the choice between rival perceptual hypotheses. 

3) In order for this choice to be rational it would be necessary that the experience 

would be neutral at least with respect to rival perceptual hypotheses. 

4) The experience cannot, by its very nature, be neutral. 

5)  The only thing that could make rational our election between rival perceptual 

hypotheses in the light of experience is the antecedent and independent 

justification that one has for the background beliefs that determine his 

experience. 

 

As an argument in favour of the first premise, it could be pointed out how indeed experience’s 

dependence on background beliefs prevents experience from constituting an objective ground for 

perceptual beliefs. For experience to constitute an objective ground for perceptual beliefs, one has to 

think of it as impartial evidence that all subjects agree in the fact that it supports the same perceptual 

belief. But if experience depends on background beliefs, then it does not count as impartial because 

those beliefs are favoured in part depending on the subject’s beliefs. There is an analogy that could 

help to illustrate the bias that the theory-ladeness of experience supposes. No one would accept a 

judgement as fair if all the members of the jury are friends of the accused. The same happens with 

experience that is seen as a subjective judge unable to constitute a rational basis to justify perceptual 

beliefs.  

The second premise involves what Laudan [????] calls the nonuniqueness thesis. This thesis is 

a weak formulation of the thesis that theory is underdetermined by the experience. 

 

(NUT) For any theory, T, and any experience supporting T, there is at least one rival theory to 

T that is as well supported (by that experience) as T. 

 

The results of Goodman’s paradox of confirmation are used to support such a thesis. 

Goodman proves that it is always possible to construct a rival hypothesis to H that is as well supported 

by the experience as H. But what I want to note is that (NUT) implies that the justification of a 

perceptual belief is always presented as a choice between rival perceptual hypotheses. (NUT) states 

that there is always at least one rival perceptual hypothesis to H that could be as well justified as H in 

the light of the same experience. So, when we wonder whether certain experience constitutes 

justification for certain perceptual belief, we are asking which of the two rival hypotheses is actually 

best supported by the experience, if any.  

The problem is that if, as premise 1) claims, experience does not constitute a rational 

justification for perceptual beliefs due to its lack of objectivity, for the same reason experience cannot 

constitute a rational ground to decide between rival perceptual hypotheses – remind that talk about 

perceptual justification makes sense only in the context of election between rival hypotheses. So, what 

would make experience a rational ground for perceptual justification then? In premise 3) it is asserted 



 

 

that if experience were neutral it would become a rational guide for perceptual justification. When 3) 

mentions neutral experience, it refers to experience that does not depend on background beliefs. If the 

experience where neutral it could constitute an objective and rational ground to decide between rival 

theories. Experience being neutral grants that there is no bias in considering that certain experience 

constitutes justification for certain hypothesis. Thus, the undesirable consequence of the same 

experience equally supporting two rival hypotheses would be avoided, and the justification of 

perceptual beliefs in terms of election between rival theories would turn pointless.  

However, as 4) claims, experience, by its very nature, cannot be neutral. It cannot be neutral 

because it’s just the result of organizing the brute sense data in virtue of the background beliefs that the 

subjects hold. So, if (i) the neutrality of experience is what could guarantee its rationality as a ground 

for our perceptual beliefs, and (ii) this neutrality cannot be attained because of the nature of the 

experience, a question immediately raises: what, if anything, could make experience a rational ground? 

Since experience has an irremediable theoretical charge, as 5) claims,  the only aspect that 

could preserve the evidential value of experience as a rational ground for perceptual beliefs is the 

antecedent and independent justification that the subject should have for his background beliefs.  

I have offered an argument that assumes that experience is determined by background beliefs 

and concludes that the rationality of considering experience as evidentially valuable depends on the 

further justification that the subject has for those background beliefs on which his experience depends. 

This is just the proof that the thesis of theory-ladeness does not remain as impartial as it could seem 

concerning what attitude one should take towards background beliefs. Moreover, the requirement that 

the thesis imposes has direct consequences concerning the view about the structure of perceptual 

justification that one should embrace. Thus, given that the thesis of theory-ladeness requires previous 

justification for one’s background beliefs, liberalism* emerges as incompatible with the thesis because 

liberalism* simply demands the mere assumption of one’s background belief. Finally, it is worth noting 

that what can be deduced from the thesis of theory-ladeness not only makes liberalism* questionable 

but it definitively favours conservatism. Conservative considers, as the thesis of theory-ladeness 

requires, that antecedent and independent justification for our background beliefs is needed in order for 

our experience to justify our perceptual beliefs.  
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DOGMATISM ANALYSED 

Mireia López 

LOGOS- Universidad de Girona 

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to show that if Pryor does not pose externalist constrains on 

justification, his dogmatist view about perceptual justification is liberal to the implausible extent of 

allowing whishful thinking to count as justification. But if he includes such externalist conditions it is 

doubtful that his position can be qualified as internalist as it is his intention. 

 

1. Pryor's Dogmatism 

James Pryor presents his dogmatist view about perceptual justification as follows:  

 

The dogmatist about perceptual justification says that when it perceptually seems to you 

as if p is the case, you have a kind of justification for believing p that does not 

presuppose or rest on your justification for anything else, which could be cited in an 

argument (even an ampliative argument) for p. To have this justification for believing p, 

you need only have an experience that represents p as being the case. No further 

awareness or reflection or background beliefs are required. (Pryor 2000, p. 519) 

 

Pryor's dogmatism gives an impulse to the Moorean antisceptical stance. It entails that subject's 

experiences alone justify a large class of perceptual beliefs, and it recovers Moore's basic idea that one 

can be justified in believing certain propositions without giving non circular evidence in their support.   



 

 

 Pryor's argument for dogmatism consists in showing that a subject can be immediately justified. 

Call a subject immediately justified in believing p just in case he is justified in believing p, and this 

justification does not presuppose or rest on any evidence or justification he has for believing other 

propositions. This allows perception alone to count as a source of justification and that is precisely 

dogmatism's point.  

According to Pryor, it is intuitively natural to think that there is immediate justification. He 

claims that for propositions as <there are hands> one typically thinks that the mere fact of having the 

experience as of there being hands justify them, no further evidence or justified beliefs are needed. On 

Pryor's view, immediate justification for a belief does not require that this belief is infallible and 

indubitable. Moreover, he claims that immediately justified beliefs are neither self-evident nor self-

justified nor autonomous beliefs. Also, he contends that the kind of justification immediately obtained 

is just prima facie justification; that is, justification that can be undermined by contrary evidence. 

Pryor takes these features of immediate justification, as he understands it, to be sufficient to 

evade objections that have been mounted against traditional versions of foundationalism. Therefore,  

given the intuitive plausibility and the lack of extant criticisms to the thesis of immediate justification, 

this thesis has to be true. 

However, even if a large class of propositions can be immediately justified, Pryor claims that it 

is not plausible to consider that every perceptual proposition we believe is immediately justified. We 

are immediately justified to believe perceptually basic propositions: propositions whose content we 

seem to perceive not by perceiving the content of other propositions, but by the mere deliverances of 

our experiences.  

Pryor contends that a subject already possesses immediate justification to believe in a 

perceptually basic proposition merely by being presented with the content of that belief in the 

experience and by coming to hold that belief in the absence of countervailing evidence. In other words, 

it seems that subject's beliefs are immediately justified simply by taking the representational content of 

his experience at face value. However, being justified seems to require, both in the externalist and the 

internalist sense, more than taking  content at face value.  

Against the backdrop of his dogmatist account, Pryor now argues that he is in the position to 

resist pervasive scepticism. On Pryor's analysis, sceptical arguments proceed from the assumption that 

for a subject S to obtain perceptual justification to believe that p, it is required to have antecedent (non-



 

 

question-begging) justification to believe that the sceptical hypotheses do not obtain. Yet, if the 

dogmatist account is correct, then one can obtain perceptual justification without being antecedently 

justified in believing that the sceptical hypotheses do not obtain. 

2. The Non-Conceptual Nature of Perceptual Content 

As I shall now argue, Pryor's dogmatist conception is committed to the thesis that there is 

something given in perception. This thesis consists in thinking that the mere contact with the external 

world provides some raw informational material to us. What is given in perception is ordinarily 

conceived as neither propositional nor conceptual in character because it is difficult to understand how 

what is given can obtain representational capacities and conceptual structure by itself. 

On the assumption that there is nothing given in perception, perception is the result of 

interpreting sensory inputs in the light of other justified beliefs. Then the subject's perceptual beliefs 

are mediately justified. A subject is mediately justified in believing p just in case he is justified in 

believing p, and this justification rest in part in the justification he has for believing other supporting 

propositions. That is, if some beliefs are involved in the obtaining process of perception, they should be 

antecedently justified for the subject to get justification on their basis. Therefore,  perceptual beliefs are 

mediately justified.  

Consequently, if  Pryor holds that one can be immediately justified on the basis of perception, 

he is accepting that something is given in perception. What is given is precisely what allows  

perceptual beliefs to be justified without requiring that this justification depends on the justification the 

subject has for other beliefs. On Pryor's view, perception is what allows for immediate justification, 

and this means that Pryor conceives perception as characteristically given.  

Attending to the properties of the given, Pryor seems to be committed to both i) a non-

propositional view about perceptual content and ii) the non-conceptual character of perceptual content. 

Pryor explicitly rejects i) and says that the content of experience represents the world as being in a 

certain way. However, given that he needs to preserve some trace of the direct character of perception, 

he cannot avoid accepting its non-conceptual constitution. 

   3. Basic Beliefs 

Pryor calls himself modest foundationalist. It is “modest” in the sense that he does not attribute 

to immediately justified beliefs all those properties –infallibility, indubtability, self-evidentiality, etc- 



 

 

that classical foundationalism attributes to them. However, as a foundationalist, he cannot evade 

recognizing the existence of basic beliefs that are not ordinarily justified by other beliefs. 

Classical foundationalism characterizes basic beliefs as beliefs whose justification does not rest 

on the justification for any other beliefs. This suffices for its purposes of finding a candidate to stop the 

regress of justifications. It allows the existence of another source of justification, perceptual 

experience, that does not seem to require further justification. Basic beliefs thus characterized seem to 

be sufficient also for Pryor's purposes against pervasive scepticism. Yet Pryor's conception of basic 

beliefs seems to go further than classical foundationalist conception.  

On Pryor's view, basic beliefs are beliefs that are immediately justified. A belief is immediately 

justified, not merely when its justification does not rest on the justification for any other beliefs, but 

also when its justification does not presuppose or rest on any evidence the subject has for believing 

other propositions. On his view, the justification for basic beliefs does not rest on anything else that 

could be cited as a premise in an argument for them. 

Suppose I believe that these walls are red. What can justify me in believing this proposition is 

the evidence I have of my experience; that is, my awareness of me having that experience. However, 

my belief that these walls are red can still be justified without receiving its justification from other 

beliefs. Consequently, my belief could be basic in the sense specified by classical foundationalism but 

not in Pryor's sense.  

4- Justification and wishful thinking 

Now, I will argue that Pryor's commitment to the content of perception being non-conceptual 

and his characterization of basic beliefs conflicts with the thesis that justification  requires an internalist 

condition about the subject being aware of his justifiers. 

The relation of justification holds between contents. This relation is considered rational only if 

consists in some semantic relation. If one of its relata is non-conceptual, no semantic relation can be 

obtained. Therefore, if one insists in talking about justification in this case, he cannot be talking of a 

rational relation. Pryor thinks that the content of perception justifies the subject's belief but maintains 

that this content is non-conceptual. Consequently, his conception of justification cannot be 

characterized as rational.  

What other relation can hold between the non-conceptual content of experience and  perceptual 

beliefs? The relation can be merely causal: having certain experience as of p causes the subject's belief 



 

 

that p. Thus, Pryor's can be taken as conceiving justification as the mere result of the occurrent 

experience causing subject's beliefs. Therefore, no  condition about the subject being aware of his 

experience seems to be required for justification. 

Let us now see how  Pryor's commitment to mentalism can be made explicit out of his 

characterization of basic beliefs. An internalist about justification claims that what justify our beliefs 

are facts internal to the subject. However, there are two ways to describe what is internal: i)  

metaphysically and ii) epistemically. Mentalism arises from i) and the view that derives from ii) is 

known as accessibilism. Thus we get two versions of internalism: 

 

Mentalism: what justifies any subject's beliefs are his mental states. 

 

Accessibilism: what justifies any subject's beliefs must be reflectively accessible to the subject. 

 

Pryor characterizes basic beliefs as perceptual beliefs that are immediately justified. We have 

seen that justification for basic beliefs does not presuppose or rest  either on any other justified beliefs 

or on subject's evidence for other propositions, since they receive justification from perception alone. 

Consequently, it can be said that a subject's belief that p is basic if the mere having an experience as of 

p suffices for being justified in believing that p. But having an experience as of p is no more than being 

in a mental state representing the world as of p. Therefore, a subject's belief that p is basic if the 

subject's being in a mental state representing the world as of p suffices for being justified in believing 

that p.  

Note that if being in a certain mental state suffices for being justified, the subject's mental states 

determines whether the subject has justification and this claim appears to be just a mere a 

reformulation of mentalism.  

Not all mental states are accessible to the awareness of the subject. Consequently, if mentalism 

just claims that what justifies any subject's belief are his mental states, it does not seem to be required 

that the subject also needs to be aware of the content of his states. Mentalism, indeed, states that is the 

mere occurrence of subject's mental state that gives the subject perceptual justification.    

From Pryor's non-conceptual view about perceptual content I have derived that perceptual 

justification is the mere result of occurrent experience causing subject's beliefs. I have also shown that 



 

 

his characterization of basic beliefs leads to the thesis that the mere occurrence of the subject's mental 

state gives perceptual justification to the subject. I will argue now  that if these theses correctly 

describe sufficient conditions for perceptual justification, then the doxastic output of any cognitive 

mechanism of belief formation could count as justified, even if only prima facie.  

Suppose that a subject is in a mental state that represents the world as being a certain way W 

because he strongly desires the world being W. Then, he comes to believe that the world is W on the 

basis of that experience. According to Pryor, the subject is justified in believing that the world is W 

because his belief has been caused by his experience as of the world being W and it is the mere 

occurrence of that experience that provides justification. 

Although under Pryor's assumptions there is justification in this case, intuitively we do not  

think that such subject is justified. How can a subject be justified in believing that the world is W  by 

the mere fact of desiring the world being that way (even if we consider that he is only prima facie 

justified)? How can a subject be justified by mere wishful thinking? 

We think of justification as constrained by some requirements, if not by internalist conditions 

requiring subject's awareness of his evidence, at least constrained by some external conditions 

concerning the correctness of the belief's forming process. This conditions appear as useful to rule out 

the counterexamples that an excessively liberal view is subject to. 

As we have seen, Pryor is reluctant to take as necessary for justification the subject's awareness 

of his evidence. Moreover, he overtly accepts thatthe subject does not need to positively assume that no 

defeaters are in place to be justified. Therefore, if he aims to preclude taking wishful thinking as a 

source of justification, he has to be disposed to accept some external condition constraining 

justification. 

My objective has been to show that Pryor's view is too liberal to the extent of allowing wishful 

thinking to count as justified. However, if he wants to avoid this undesirable consequence   he has to 

pose some external constrain on justification, since he implicitly rejects including any internalist 

condition about subject's awareness. But this makes his view about perceptual justification an 

externalist one while he calls himself internalist. 
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