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THE GIVEN

In the preceding chapter, Lewis's argument for the
claim that some version of foundationalism must be
adopted was examined and rejected. I suggest'that we
should not conclude from the fact that this argument was
judged to be unsound that Lewis's version of foundation-
alism is defective. Rather, we should critically examine
the details of Lewis's theory and determine the adequacy
of his theory. Thus, in this chapter, I propose to
examine Lewis's view concerning the foundation of know-
1edge;

Lewis championed the doctrine of the given, the

doctrine that there are propositions which describe the
way that things appear to us that are certain and, thus,
constitute the foundation of empirical knowledge. In
this chapter, I intend to show that Lewis's doctrine of
the given is defensible. I proceed by attempting to
elucidate and explain the doctrine. I then critically
examine the best objections that Lewis's critics have
raised against his doctrine. These include objections
advanced by Hans Reichenbach, Nelson Goodman, James
Cornman, and Charles Fritz. I argue that these

objections fail to render Lewis's theory implausible.

_37_
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1. The Given

C.I. Lewis was convinced that all empirical knowledge
rests, in some sense, on experience. In '"The Given

Element in Empirical Knowledge,'" he writes:

Empirical knowledge--if there be any
such thing--is distinguished by having as
an essential factor or essential premise
something disclosed in experience...if
anyone should deny what we so attempt to
state, he must impress us as philosophi-
zing by the Russian method of the big
lie...It is this essential factor in
knowledge which comes from experience
which I would speak of as 'the given’.

Here, he speaks of the given as something that comes
from experience and which serves as a foundation of

empirical knowledge. In An Analysis of Knowledge and

Valuation, he seems to use the term 'the given' not only
as described above, but also to refer to experience

itself., Lewis write:

Those thinkers who approach all problems
of analysis from the point of view of
language, have raised numerous difficul-
ties over this conception of the empiri-
cally given...(the) point is simply that
there is such a thing as experience, the
content of which we do not invent and
cangot have as we will but merely find
it.

As a result of using this term ambiguously, Lewis's
remarks about the given seem to be inconsistent at some

points and difficult to understand at others.
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One thing about Lewis's conception of the given
that is clear (if anything is clear about it at all) is
that the given is intended to serve as a foundation for
empirical beliefs. I will thus regard the primary use
of the term"the given' as referring to whatever Lewis
took to be the ultimate ground of empirical knowledge.
I do not, however, mean to imply that this use of the
term is more primitive nor that Lewis believed that it
was.

Lewis takes it as a datum that we have certain sorts
of experiences. In replying to an objection raised by
Roderick Firth, Lewis makes it clear that this is the
case. He writes:

I have reached the point of exasperation

about this topic. As it appears to me,

no conscious being capable of self-’

observation and of abstract thinking can

fail to be aware of that element in his

experience which he finds, willy nilly,

as it stands and not otherwise...?

What is this experience? Lewis refers to these experi-
ences by using expressions like 'the presented visual
pattern', 'the appearance and feeling of paper being
folded', 'looks like...', 'feels like...', and 'tastes
like...'. This sort of experience, according to Lewis,

is the raw datum of sense. We should be careful not to

think that he is committed to the existence of sense-
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data. Lewis insists that he is not advancing a meta-
physical theory concerning the status of appearances.
In explaining the epistemic significance of the

given, Lewis tells us that

Knowledge itself might well get on with-
out the formulation of the immediately
given; what is directly presented does

not require verbalization. But the
discussion of knowledge hardly can,

since 1t must be able somehow to refer

to such basic factualities of experience.4

This has led some to believe that appearances are the
given, i.e., that experience is the foundation of
empirical knowledge. He clearly asserts that empirical
knowledge does not depend on some formulation of what is
given, i.e., on being able to describe the given in
ordinary language; however, this should not lead one to
believe that experience is the ultimate justification of
empirical beliefs. We must keep in mind that Lewis
believes that unless there is something '"apprehensible
and stateable, whose truth is determined by given
experience and is not determinable in any other way,
there would be...no such thing as empirical knowledge."5
But what sorts of things are apprehensibde or stateable?
Lewis tells us that

The proposition is something assertable;

the content of the assertion; and this
content signifying the same state of



-41-
affairs, can also be questioned, denied

or merely supposed, and can be entertained

in other moods as well.

Thus what Lewis is claiming is that knowledge is depend-
ent on the existence of certain basic propositions which
would exist even if we were unable to express them in
our language.

The point that is being made is a subtle one. Lewis
clearly asserts that all empirical beliefs are ultimately
justified by virtue of the relations which they bear to
empirical certainties. Experiences are not the sort of
things that can be certainties, i.e., experiences are
not certain. The proposition that I am having a certain
sort of experience is the sort of thing that may be an
empirical certainty. According to the theory in question,
my believing that I see a piece of paper may ultimately
be justified because the proposition that I seem to see
a piece of paper is certain for me. Thus, the given,
i.e., the ultimate ground of empirical knowledge, cannot
be experience, but must be propositions expressing that
a person is having an experience of a certain sort.

The problem that arises now is one of distinguishing
the propositions which are given frum all the other
empirical propositions. One way to distinguish these
propositions is by distinguishing the sorts of statements

which express, signify, or describe them. Lewis calls
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such statements expressive statements. In An Analysis

of Knowledge and Valuation, he characterizes expressive

statements as follows:

This use of language to formulate a
directly presented or presentable content
of experience, may be called its expres-
sive use... The distinctive character of
expressive language, or the expressive
use of language, is that such language
signifies appearances. And in referring
to appearances, or affirming what
appears such expressive language neither
asserts any objective reality of what
appears nor denies any. It 1s confined
to the description o; the content of
presentation itself.

Thus, according to Lewis, expressive statements (1)
describe the content of appearances, (2) signify what
appears, (3) neither assert nor deny the objective
reality of appearances, and (4) are formulations of the
givén. The fourth characteristic of expressive statements
will not help us in discovering which statements are
expressive statements, for our reason for discussing such
statements is to discover what is given. However,
explaining the first three characteristics will aid us
in finding out which statements express given-propositions.
In explaining how expressive statements are '"confined
to description of the content of the presentation itself,"8
Lewis makes somewhat more explicit what sort of statements

are expressive. He tells us that expressive statements
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use

...locutions such as 'looks like', 'feels
like'; thus restricting it to what would
fall completely within the passage of
experience in question and what this
passage of experience could completely
and directly determine as true...when I
say, "I see what looks like granite
steps before me," T restrict myself to
what is given; and what I intend by

this language is something of which I
can have no possible doubt.9

Lewis is trying to restrict certain implications of
expressive statements. Even when I, in fact, see granite
steps before me, the statement that I see granite steps
before me is not a description of what is presented.

That statement implies that there are granite steps
before me; hence it describes more than the presentation.
The statement that I see what looks like granite steps
before me does not have such an implication, thus, it is
a likely candidate for being an expressive statement.
However, it seems to imply that there is something that

I see and that this thing appears to me to be granite
steps before me. This seems to assert that in cases
where I am hallucinating granite steps, there are some
things, perhaps sense-data, which I see. But, as noted
above, Lewis insists that he does not want to commit
himself to the existence of such entities. A more per-

spicuous way of stating the expressive statement that is
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under discussion is as follows: 'I seem to see granite
steps before me' or 'It seems to me as if I see granite
steps before me'., These statements should not be taken
to imply the existence of any entities other than myself
and certain qualities.

One should not be led to think, from the discussion
above, that visual evidence, by itself, forms the founda-
tion of empirical knowledge according to Lewis. Lewis
believed that the evidence of all of the senses ultimately
warrants all of our empirical beliefs., Thus, expressive
statements also are expressed by the following forms of
sentences: 'I seem to hear...', 'I seem to feel...',

'T seem to smell...', etc.

One might question whether we have succeeded in
distinguishing statements which describe the contents of
our experience. Proponents of o}dinary language philoso-
phy have made comments to the effect that, for example,
when I see something, it is misieading to describe the
experience as seeming to see something; for such a
description implies that there is nothing which I see in
fact. The proponents of such an objection, however, fail
to realize what Lewis has in mind. All perceptual
experiences can be divided into cases where the person
successfully perceives something to have a certain pro-

perty and cases where the person is unsuccessful in
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To show this, it will be necessary to consider two sep-
arate cases: one in which 'certain' is used in such a way
that a proposition which is certain is merely contingently
or accidentally certain (e.g.,the sense specified by the
following: a proposition is certain if and only if its
probability is equal to one) and the other in which
'certain' is used in such a way that a proposition which
is certain is necessarily or essentially certain (e.g.,
the senses that are characterized as follows: a propo-
sition is certain if and only if necessarily, a person
apprehends the proposition only if the proposition is
true; or a proposition is certain if and only if neces-
sarily, a person apprehends the proposition only if he
is justified in believing the proposition).

If 'certain' is_being used in the objection in a
sense that entails that a proposition that is certain is
merely contingently certain, then the argument is clearly
unsound. The conclusion that may be drawn from the fact
that the example in question describes a possible future
state of affairs is that it is merely possible that given-
propositions are not certain, not that they are as a
matter of fact not certain. But, in that case, the
conclusion which may be drawn from the example does not
conflict with Lewis's claims concerning the epistemic

status of the given.
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On the other hand, even if 'certain' is taken in one
of its stronger senses, the objection 1is unsuccessful.
It is unsuccessful because it is not at all clear that
the example constitutes a counter-example to the thesis
in question which does not beg the question. A success-
ful counter-example to the claim that given-propositions
are certain would describe a situation in which a person
apprehends a given-proposition and either the proposition
is false or the person is not justified in believing the
proposition. It seems to me that, although the example
clearly describes a situation in which a person apprehends
a given-proposition, it is not at all clear that, in this
situation, the proposition is either false or unjustified
for the person in question.

We are asked to conclude from the facts that it is
a well confirmed law of nature that, whenever a person
experiences pain, his brain is in a certain state, and,
that the scientists discover that the person is not in
the appropriate brain state,. that the man does not, in
fact, feel pain or that he is not justified in believing
that he feels pain even though he believes that he does.
It seems to me that there are two other possible infer-
ences to draw from this set of facts, i.e., (i) that this
situation would constitute a disconfirming case of the

law in question and, that the person is justified in
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believing that this constitutes a disconfirmation of the
law (after all, it was not stipulated that the law was
true), and (ii) that, although the scientists had good
reason to think that the person's brain was not in the
appropriate state, their apparatus did not operate
properly, and the person was justified in believing that
the scientists' apparatus was not operating properly.
It seems to me that there are reasons for preferring
either of these conclusions to the one that we are asked
to draw concerning the example. After all, the data on
which the scientific léw was based were other people's
beliefs concerning their states of mind; and thus, it is
more reasonable to think that this new piece of data is
correct, than to reject the alleged law of nature, or it
is more reasonable to think that the true law of nature
is not a deterministic law (as the stated law is), but
rather, a probabilistic law. Moreover, there are no
reasons for preferring the conclusion that was drawn from
the example to the two that I propose that do not beg
the question in an important way. Therefore, it may be
concluded that the example in question fails to constitute
a counter-example to Lewis's claim that given-propositions

are certain.

7. A Final Objection

In his paper, '""The 'Certainty' of Professor Lewis'
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Expressive Statements,'"26 Charles Fritz expresses his
doubts "whether it is possible to be so clear about what
experience 'seems' 1ike;"27 and from such considerations,
he attempts to show that given-propositions are not
certain. Fritz attempts to clarify his misgivings with
Lewis's claims concerning the epistemic status of the
given with an example. He tells us that he is unable to
distinguish marigolds in an early stage in the plant's
development from ragweed in a similar stage in its
development. Fritz asks us to imagine that he is looking
at one of these plants in an early stage in its develop-
ment. He claims that, in such a situation, it is unclear
which, if any, of the following he would be justified in
believing: 'I seem to see a marigold', 'I seem to see
ragweed', and 'I seem to see a plant'. As it is unclear
whether he is justified in believing all of these propo-
sitions, Fritz claims that it is unreasonable to think
that all given-propositions are certain.

It should be noted that the propositions which Fritz
considers are not given-propositions. Not all statements
of the form 'I seem to see...', 'I seem to hear...', etc.,
express given-propositions, even though some of Lewis's

examples suggest that this is the case. In An Analysis

of Knowledge and Valuation, Lewis makes this point by

writing the following:
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In the case of perceiving the white

piece of paper, what is given is a

certain complex of sensa or qualia...

This is describable in expressive

language by the use of adjectiyes of

color, shape, size, and so on.
Thus, if an expressive statement expresses a given-propo-
sition, it must not only have the form: 'I seem to see
something...', 'I seem to hear something...', etc., but
the blank must be replaced with an adjective of color,
shape, size, etc. Therefore, Fritz's example fails to
show that there are given-propositions that are not
certain.

Even though his example fails to cast doubt upon
Lewis's theory, there is another way of understanding
the objection that Fritz has in mind which does not rely
on the example. Fritz suggests that a person needs some
evidence in order to be justified in believing that he
seems to see something red, i.e., he must "know the
appropriate criteria for the application of the terms
involved,"29 for the term 'red'. From this, he wishes to
draw the conclusion that given-propositions cannot serve
as the ultimate grounds of empirical knowledge.

It seems to me that Fritz has failed to establish
that given-propositions serve as the ultimate grounds of

empirical knowledge. To prove this, Fritz would have to

show that someone is justified in believing given-
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propositions only in virtue of the fact that he is
justified in believing some other propositions. Fritz
suggests that in order to be justified in believing a
given-proposition, one must know the criteria for apply-
ing the terms involved. This suggestion amounts to
either of the following: (i) a person must know a propo-
sition which expresses the criteria for applying certain
terms in order to be justified in believing given-
propositions, and (ii) a person must know how to apply
certain terms in order to be justified in believing given-
propositions. While it is plausible to think thaf one
must know how to, for example, distinguish red from other
colors in order to be justified in believing that one
seems to see something red, it is not plausible to think
that a person need know some proposition which expresses
the criteria for applying the term 'red' to be justified
in believing the proposition in question. Surely, few,
if any, of us believe propositions that express the
criteria for applying terms like 'red', even though most
of us are justified in believing that we seem to see red
things from time to time. Moreover, even fewer of us
have any reason for thinking that certain propositions
expressing criteria for applying certain terms are true.
These considerations should lead us to reject the first
alternative. Thus, if Fritz's objection is to be defended,

(ii) must express its essential claim.
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It may be conceded that a person must know how to
apply certain terms in order for him to be justified in
believing given-propositions. However, it is not at all
clear that this concession forces one to concede that
one must be justified in believing some other proposition
to be justified in believing a given-proposition. Fritz
might want to claim that knowing how to apply certain
terms entails that one has propositional knowledge and
that it is this propositional knowledge that justifies
one in believing given-propositions. This gambit will
not save Fritz's point. First, it seems to me that it
is implausible to think that knowing how to do something
entails knowing that anything is the case. Consider,
for example, knowing how to ride a bicycle. It seems to
me that one can know how to ride a bicycle without
possessing any propositional knowledge. Moreover, the
assertion that we must know how to apply certain terms
in order to know given-propositions is plausible only if
we understand it to assert that knowledge of given-propo-
sitions presupposes that the person is able to distinguish
certain properties, e.g., colors. Clearly, this sort of
ability does not presuppose any propositional knowledge.
Therefore, we may conclude that this objection fails to
cast doubt on Lewis's claim that given-propositions

serve as the building blocks of empirical knowledge.
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There is an objection which is along the lines of
the objection that Fritz has presented and which appears
to fare better than the others. The objection may be
explained by considering an example that is very similar
to Fritz's example. Instead of considering a person who
is unable to distinguish certain plants, let us consider
a person who cannot distinguish two shades of color, call
them a and b. Suppose that the person seems to see one
of these shades and that he apprehends both the proposi-
tion that he seems to see something that is a3 and the
proposition that he seems to see something that is b.
From this example, it is concluded that there are at
least some given-propositions which are not certain, for
there are given-propositions which a person may apprehend
even thought they are false.

Before we conclude that the foregoing example is a
counter-example to the thesis in question, it should be
made clear what is meant by the assertion that the person
in question cannot distinguish two different shades of
color. On the one hand, this assertion might amount to
the claim that when the person is presented with two
objects, the color of the first being a and the color of
the second being b, both objects appear to him to be the
same color. But, if‘this is what is being alleged to be

the case in the example above, it is not at all clear
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that the example shows that there are given-propositions
that are not certain. If a person cannot distinguish two
shades of color, he is, in a certain sense, in the same
predicament that a blind person is in., A blind person
cannot understand propositions like 'I seem to see some-
thing red' for, to understand propositions like this one,
one must have had the appropriate experience or, at least,
be capable of having such an experience. As a blind
person cannot understand any such proposition, he cannot
apprehend or believe the proposition. Similarly, if a
person cannot distinguish two shades of color, he cannot
understand and, hence, cannot apprehend the proposition
that he seems to see something of one of these shades.
Therefore, if the example stipulated that the person
could not distinguish two shades of color in the sense
just elaborated, it is inconsistent {impossible); hence,
it casts no doubt on the thesis that given-propositions
are certain.

On the other hand, in saying that the person cannot
distinguish the two shades of color, one might be alleging
that, although the two shades appear to be different to
the person, he confuses the two shades. This alternative
must stipulate that the person does one of two things:
either he makes some sort of verbal mistake, i.e., he

calls one of the shades by the name of the other, or that
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he actually thinks that one of the shades is the other.
If the example is supposed to stipulate that the person
makes a verbal mistake, it seems to me that it fails as
a counter-example to the thesis in question. From the
fact that a person calls a shade of color by the wrong
name, it does not follow that he believes that he seems
to see something that is one of the shades when he really
seems to see something that is the other shade of color.
Thus, if the example is to be successful, it must stipu-
late that the person actually thinks that he seems to see
something that has the color of one of the shades when he
actually seems to see something that has the color of
the other shade.

The way that one would want to defend the claim that
a person could actually believe that he seems to see
something that is one shade of color when he, in fact,
seems to see something that is the other shade of color,
is as follows. Given-propositions compare the way that
things appear to a person with the way that things of a
certain sort generally appear. As a person could be
mistaken about the way that things of a certain sort
normally appear, he could, thus, be mistaken in believing
that things appear to him at present the way that certain
things appear.

It seems to me that it is not at all clear that a
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person can be mistaken in believing a given-proposition
in the way that the objection suggests. The objection
relies on the assumption that given-propositions compare
the way that things appear to a person at present with
the way that certain sorts of things normally appear to
a person. However, this assumption is dubious. Lewis
could adopt (and I suspect he would want to adopt) one
of the following views, thereby rendering the assumptions
false. The first view entails that given-propositions
are expressed by sentences like 'I seem to see some-
thing...', 'I seem to hear something...', etc., in which
the blank is replaced by an adjective of color, size,
shape, etc. Such adjectives, the view maintains, are
ambiguous; in their primary sense, they express phenomenal
properties and in their secondary sense, they express
physical properties. The adjectives used in the sentences
expressing given-propositions must be used in their
primary sense. Thus, on their view, given-propositions
do not compare the way things appear to a person at pres-
ent with the way anything normally appears. According
to the other view, we sometimes express given-propositions
by uttering sentences like 'There is a way that...things
normally appear and things appear to me like that',
however, it is only the second conjunct of the. sentence

that expresses the given-propositions. We utter the
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first conjunct in the hope that the person(s) with whom
we are conversing will get some idea which proposition
we are referring to. Thus, it is clear that, on this
view, given-propositions do not compare the way things
appear at present with anything else. As either of
these views is available to Lewis, we may conclude that
the objection fails to cast doubt on the doctrine of

the given.

8. Conclusion

I have considered the best objections which Lewis's
critics have raised against the doctrine of the given
and, I have suggested that there are answers to each of
these objections. I, thus, conclude that Lewis's doctrine
of the given is defensible. It must be noted that some
of the remarks made in the preceding section suggest
that Lewis's theory of the given is incomplete. To
defend the claim that empirical kngwledge rests on a
foundation of beliefs or propositions about which we are
certain, a more complete theory must be formulated. I,
thus, propose to postpone the question of the tenability
of this theory until after a more complete theory,

Chisholm's theory of the directly evident, is examined.
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