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Figure 1: H.A. Prichard

1 The Theory of Appearing

For Prichard, canonical appearance-attributions take the form:
o appears F

An appearance is described by a canonical appearance-attribution. Prichard
makes five central claims about appearances described by canonical appearance-
attributions:

1. Appearance is presentational. An appearance is the appearing of o—it
is 0 appearing F to a subject S.

2. o is a body located in space.



3. The predicate F has spatial conditions of application—it is intelligi-
bly applied only to spatial bodies.

4. The spatial body o is the object of the perception in virtue of which
0 appears.

5. Our perception of o enables us to apprehend o and so come to know
about it. In Prichard’s later terminology, perception is a species of
knowledge.

At least ever since “Seeing Movement” written in 1921, Prichard aban-
dons the theory of appearing. Specifically, he denies that bodies are the
object of perception, and he denies that perception is a species of knowl-
edge.

2 Perception as a Species of Knowledge

While Prichard primarily casts his discussion in terms of krowledge , various
writers are held to be committed to the thesis that perception is a species of
knowledge if in perceiving something the subject apprebends it, is conscious
of it, or is aware of it. There are important differences between these
notions. Prichard is evidently thinking of knowledge as a genus of which
these different attitudes are species.

Craig French wondered whether this really made sense. Normally, we
think that perception affords awareness of things in our environment and
this puts us in a position to know about these things. So understood, aware-
ness is distinct from knowledge. Indeed, while knowledge takes a proposi-
tional object, awareness need not.

If Prichard’s coherent, we must understand knowledge, as he under
stands it, in a more expansive sense. It is the most general category of
certain kind of cognitive attitudes (cognitive in the sense that contrasts
with conative and not in the sense that these attitudes are analyzable or
otherwise reducible to beliefs.) This kind of cognitive attitude takes either
propositional or nonpropositional objects. The relevant propositional atti-
tudes are all fact7ve.. The nonpropositional attitudes are all object involving
in the sense that one can only have that attitude toward an object if that
object exists.

The theory of appearing was a theoretical development of Cook Wil-
son’s reflections on the nature of appearance. While Prichard abandons
the theory of appearing, he retains, throughout his career, Cook Wilson’s



conception of knowledge. One feature of this conception is presently im-
portant:

The object of knowledge is independent of the act of knowing.

To maintain, then, that perception is a species of knowledge is to maintain
that the object of perception is independent of the subject’s perceiving it.
Prichard’s opposition to the idea that perception is a species of knowledge
is motivated by the Berkelean contention that the objects of perception
are dependent on perceiving them.

“The Sense Datum Fallacy” falls into four parts:

1. The first part introduces the theme of the paper. (1-3)

2. The second part argues that a family of anti-idealist arguments be-
longing to a tradition inaugurated by Moore all turn on the thesis
that perception is a species of knowledge. (4-7)>

3. The third part argues against the thesis that perception is a species
of knowledge. (7-12)

4. The fourth part argues that the sense datum theory is committed to
the problematic thesis that perception is a species of knowledge. (12-
18)

3 Introduction

Prichard begins by considering two questions:
1. What are the objects of peception?
2. Do the objects of perception depend on the subject’s perceiving them?

And he contrasts the naive realist’s answer with Berkeley’s.
According to the naive realist:

1. The objects of perception are bodies.
2. Bodies are not dependent on our perceiving them.

(Indeed, Prichard thinks that it is part of the meaning of “body” that a
body is independent f our perception of it. So understood, “external body”
is redundant.)

Berkeley in contrast maintains that:



1. The objects of perception are secondary qualities. These have a “com-
mon character”—they are sensations.

2. Given the nature of sensations, they are dependent on a subject’s per-
ceiving them.

Prichard observes that contemporary writers agree with Berkeley that
the object’s of perception are secondary qualities. But they maintain, in-
stead, that these are sense data. And as a consequence, certain questions
arise about the nature of sense data, that do not arise if secondary qualities
are understood as sensations. Moreover, the substitution of sense data for
sensations is fallacious in the sense that it depends on the false thesis that
perception is a species of knowledge.

A couple of comments. First, this is not really a fallacy. Prichard is not
charging the sense data theorist with /nvalid reasoning so much as un-
sound reasoning. Second, Prichard is emphasizing certain hard metaphys-
ical questions about the nature of sense data that seem not to admit of
determinate answers. In this way he is echoing G.A. Paul’s worries about
the persistence-conditions of sense data. However, whereas Paul maintains
that these embarrassing questions only arise if the existence of sense data
is regarded as a substantive metaphysical issue, Prichard seems not to con-
sider the idea advocated by Paul and Ayer that the existence of sense data
is not a substantive metaphysical issue.

4 The Anti-Idealist Arguments of Kemp Smith and
Moore

Kemp Smith’s argument:
1. The objects of perception are secondary qualities.
2. Secondary qualities are sensations.

3. However, what Berkeley fails to notice is that sensation is ambiguous.
A sensation may either be:

(@) the object apprehended, or
(b) the act of apprehension

4. The claim that secondary qualities are sensations is only true of sen-
sations are understood as the objects of apprehension.



5. Berkely thus fallaciously reasons from our perceiving sensations to
tehese being dependent on our perceiving them. The subjective ide-
alist claim only follows on the other reading of sensation. But so un-
derstood the claim is false.

6. Further, if sensations are the objects of apprehension, then they are
not dependent on our apprehension of them in perception.

Both Moore’s and Kemp Smith’s arguments crucially depend on the the-
sis that perception is a species of knowledge. In Kemp Smith’s argument,
this is manifest in his claim that in seeing a color, the color is the object of
apprehension.

5 Why Perception is Not a Species of Knowledge

Prichard gives three arguments:

1. The supposition that the objects of perception existe independently
of our perceiving them raises substantive metaphysical questions that
admit of no determinate answers.

2. The secondary qualities that we perceive depend on our perception
of them and so perception is not a species of knowledge.

3. If perceiving were a kind of knowing, mistakes would not be possible,
but they are.

First, suppose that Berkeley is right that the objects of perception are
secondary qualities. But suppose that, contrary to Berkeley, perception is a
species of knowledge. Then secondary qualities would exist independently
of our perceiving them. But now, certain questions arise about the nature
of these secondary qualities. Specifically questions about their publicity,
persistence-conditions, their material or mental nature, and their causal
origin. Kemp Smith accepts that these are substantive metaphysical ques-
tions but concedes that they admit of no determinate answers. Prichard
insinuates, however, that if sense data really do exist, then there would be
determinate answers to these questions.



Craig French wondered whether we should accept the claim that if sense
data exist, then there are determinate answers to these metaphysical ques-
tions. There is no verificationist thought at work in the background as
their might be with Ayer. I suspect that Prichard’s argument here is meant
to be nondemonstrative—the best explanation for why we lack determi-
nate answers concerning the nature of sense data is that there are no such
things.

Second, Berkeley and his modern opponents are right in thinking that
what we perceive in each kind of perception is an appropriate kind of sec-
ondary quality. Berkeley however is right that the secondary qualities de-
pend on our perception of them. Prichard supports this by asking us to
consider the case of audition. Berkeley’s claim that sounds are the primary
objects of auditory experience is plausible. But even conceding this much
to Berkeley seems not to obviously commit us to sounds being dependent
upon our hearing them.

The third argument can seez like a variant of the argument from illusion
(though it really has a very different character):

. if perceiving were a kind of knowing, mistakes about what
we perceive would be impossible, and yet they are constantly
being made, since at any rate in the cases of seeing and feeling
or touching we are almost always in a state of thinking that what
we are perceiving are various bodies, although we need only to
reflect to discover that in this we are mistaken.

The passage is frustrating in its lack of explicitness. Indeed in the last
line Prichard seems to echo Hume’s contention that it takes the slightest
bit of philosophy to show that naive realism is false. Moreover you will
struggle to find any explicit, worked out version of this argument in any of
Prichard’s work.

Although, we have, perhaps, seen a previous version of this argument
put forward by an interlocutor in the chapter “Phenomenalism and Things
in Themselves” of Kants Theory of Knowledge :

... if we maintain that we perceive the real lines, we may rea-
sonably be asked whether we must not under all circumstances
perceive them as they are. It seems as though a reality cannot
be perceived except as it is. Kant’s Theory of Knowledge , 82

If that is right, then Prichard has obviously grown dissatisfied with his ear-
lier response that a spatial body appearing other than it is is made possible
and necessary by the nature of space.

6



Paul Snowdon made the important suggestion that this argument turns
on a special feature of the Cook Wilsonian conception of knowledge:

The consciousness that the knowing process is a knowing pro-
cess must be contained within the knowing process itself. Szate-
ment and Inference, 107

{knowledge cannot be one of} two states of mind ... the cor
rect and the erroneous one ... quite indistinguishable to the man
himself. {For} as the man does not know in the erroneous state
of mind, neither can he know in the other state. Statement and
Inference , 107

Prichard himself accepts this commitment:

Consider instances: when knowing, for example, that a noise we
are hearing is loud, we do or can know that we are knowing this
and so cannot be mistaken, and when believing that the noise is
due to a car we know or can know that we are believing and not
knowing this. “History of the Theory of Knowing”, Knowledge
and Perception., 89

If perception were a species of knowledge, it would contain within itself
the knowing process. Whatever that means more precisely, it at least en-
tails that in perceiving something we know that we perceive it. Conversely,
if we do not perceive something then we know that we do not. But now
consider that we naturally take ourselves to perceive bodies. However, we
do not perceive bodies—“we need only to reflect to discover that in this
we are mistaken”. If perception were really, then, a species of knowledge
we would know that we are not perceiving bodies. And, hence, perception
is not a species of knowledge.

This may very well reveal a tension within the Oxford realism of Cook
Wilson and Prichard. If Cook Wilson and early Prichard were right that
realism requires that the objects of perception be independent of our per-
ceiving them, then this can only be retained by abandoning a feature of the
Cook Wilsonian conception of knowledge. It is perhaps telling then that
Austin jettison’s this feature of Cook Wilson’s conception of knowledge.



6 Sense Datum and Perception as a Species of Knowl-
edge

Prichard’s exposition proceeds by examining Russell’s conception of sense
datum. However, we need not follow him in this. Let experience be the
genus of which perception is a species. The sense datum theorist main-
tains that there is something of which a subject is zware in undergoing an
experience. A sense datum, then, is just whatever plays this epistemic role.
Given this characterization, it is further argument that establishes substan-
tive claims about the nature of sense data. This is roughly how Moore and
Price understood matters. Notice, so introduced sense data do presuppose,
in Prichard’s vocabulary, that perceiving is a species of knowledge.

Prichard argues that so understood there is no such thing as sense data.
By which he means that there is no kind of thing which is a sense data.
There is no “common characteristic” to sense data the way there is with
Berkelean sensations. Here Prichard is anticipating a line of reasoning in-
volved in Austin’s complaint that material objects and sense data take in
each other’s washing. If the distinction between material objects and sense
data is intelligible, then one of these categories must be united by a kind
and the other must consist in all things that are not of that kind. Austin’s
argument now involves the conjunction of two claims: that there is no kind
that unites material objects—they must be understood as non-sense-data;
that there is no kind that unites sense data—they must be understood as
non-material-objects. Prichard’s argument here anticipates Austin’s second
claim.
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