Knowledge-First Perceptual Epistemology
Abstract: According to epistemological disjunctivism (ED), ordinary perceptual
experience ensures an opportunity for perceptual knowledge. In recent years, two distinct
models of this idea have been developed. For Duncan Pritchard (2012, 2015), perception
provides distinctly powerful reasons for belief. By contrast, Clayton Littlejohn (2016,
2017, 2018) and Alan Millar (2010, 2011) argue for a version of ED in terms of a
“knowledge first” program, on which perception directly provides knowledge, without
relying on antecedent reasons or justification. Specifically, both Littlejohn and Millar
argue that “reasons first” ED faces a problematic regress. In this paper I defend “reasons
first” ED by arguing that experience provides a type of reason that escapes the regress. I
also argue that reasons are a fundamental aspect of ED, especially in its anti-skeptical
stance.
Keywords: knowledge-first; epistemological disjunctivism; justification; reasons; internalism,
evidence; perception; recognitional capacities.

Suppose you see that the cup before you is green, and you thereby know that the cup is
green. How does this work? Recently, some philosophers have found it important to emphasize
that, if your visual experience involves you seeing the cup in the ordinary way, then your
(appropriately formed) belief is certain to be true and to amount to perceptual knowledge. That is,
having the visual experience you did is not consistent with, for example, there being no cup
before you at all (as there would not be if you were suffering a hallucination). This idea is known
as epistemological disjunctivism (ED), on account of the fact that it treats the epistemic
contributions of ordinary perceptual experiences and hallucinations fundamentally differently.1
In this paper I will not defend ED. Instead, I will exclusively be concerned with views
that share a commitment to ED. My interest will be in how to develop such views in a critical
respect. The issue concerns the relation between ED and knowledge-first approaches to
epistemology. Knowledge-first epistemology, which holds that epistemology should start from a
primitive concept of knowledge rather than analyzing it in terms of concepts like justification and
belief, has gained in popularity ever since its classic defense by Timothy Williamson (Williamson
2000). However, so far the idea has found little application in the epistemology of perception.
The core question at issue in this paper is whether ED should be developed as a perceptual
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application of a knowledge-first epistemology, as has recently been argued (in distinct ways) by
Clayton Littlejohn (2016, 2017. 2018), and Alan Millar (2010, 2011).
In what so far been the most-discussed version of ED, Duncan Pritchard (2012, 2015)
does not present ED as a knowledge-first view. For Pritchard, the core disjunctivist insight is that
perception provides the subject with a distinctly powerful type of perceptual justification or
reason, “which is both factive […] and reflectively accessible to [the subject]” (Pritchard 2012, p.
13). That is, for Pritchard possessing justification for belief consists in a perceptual experience
that ensures the truth of that belief. In recent papers, Clayton Littlejohn and Alan Millar have
developed disjunctivist theories of perceptual knowledge that take a contrasting, knowledge-first
approach.2 While they offer distinct theories of perception (discussed below), Littlejohn and
Millar share the idea that ED is not best understood in terms of perception providing the subject
with particularly potent reasons. Indeed, for Littlejohn and Millar that idea would, to some extent,
miss the point of ED. For Littlejohn and Millar, the core mistake in non-disjunctivist views is
precisely that perceptual experience merely provides a form of reason for belief: a type of
justification that does not yet entail a type of knowledge. Instead, both Littlejohn and Millar think
that what perception provides is knowledge sans phrase, without resting on a foundation of
reasons.
In this paper I will oppose Littlejohn’s and Millar’s development of ED. My argument
will turn on the role of experience in perceptual epistemology. On the one hand, Littlejohn and
Millar base their view on a regress argument that, I will argue, does not take seriously the distinct
way in which experience contributes to perceptual knowledge. On the other hand, I will argue
that the move proposed by Littlejohn and Millar is at variance with a core aspect of
epistemological disjunctivism, viz. the type of internalism describing the type of rational position
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from which perceptual knowledge ensues. Abandoning the idea that perceptual knowledge rests
on grounds is, therefore, both unnecessary and undesirable.
I will proceed as follows. Section 1 introduces the distinction between reasons-first and
knowledge-first ED. Section 2 sketches the regress-argument as it occurs in the work of
Littlejohn and in the work of Millar. In section 3 I argue that knowledge-first ED, as spelled out
by Littlejohn and Millar, misses out on a critical part of the ambitions of ED. Section 4, finally,
introduces the experiential conception of perceptual reasons, which avoids the regress and allows
for a more satisfying reasons-first version of ED.

1. Disjunctivism: ‘Reasons-First’ and ‘Knowledge-First’
For epistemological disjunctivists, ordinary perceptual judgments are guaranteed to be
knowledgeable. In his recent treatment, Clayton Littlejohn (2018) distinguishes two ways of
developing a disjunctivist perceptual epistemology: one version that maintains a traditional
justification-based model, which Littlejohn dubs the “reasons-first” approach, the other that
constitutes a species of knowledge-first epistemology. Since the reasons-first version of the view
is the classic development, I will treat it here relatively briefly. On the reasons-first of the view,
perception provides reasons that entail the truth of corresponding beliefs. An example of such a
reason might be that the subject believes that p because she sees that p (Pritchard 2012, p. 14;
McDowell 2018, p. 91). In Littlejohn’s vocabulary, epistemological disjunctivism on this
development is a reasons-first view since, Pritchard argues, the view accords a certain conceptual
priority of reasons in explaining perceptual knowledge: perception is guaranteed to provide
knowledge because the reasons it provides are truth-entailing. As Littlejohn writes, “According to
the reasons-first approach to epistemic status, reasons and the possessions of them are prior to
[positive epistemic] status” (Littlejohn 2017, p. 19).
In contrast to reasons-first ED stands knowledge-first ED. The general idea in this
knowledge-first version is that perceptual beliefs are knowledgeable not because they rely on a
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type of reason. Instead, perception provides reasons precisely because it provides knowledge.
Here is how Littlejohn puts the idea (Littlejohn 2017, p. 19; italics mine):
According to the reasons-first approach to epistemic status, reasons and the possession of
them are prior to [positive epistemic] status. In point of fact, the opposite is true. When
you know that something is true, it is true you have reasons in your possession, but it is
only once you know that you have these reasons. There is nothing prior to knowing that
puts these reasons in your possession.

As Littlejohn here suggests, possessing reasons cannot logically prior to knowledge, since having
knowledge is logically prior to possessing reasons. Namely, for Littlejohn a reason is something
that you know.3 In this way, the knowledge-first version of ED holds that perception provides
reasons for belief precisely by directly providing knowledge. Timothy Williamson has argued for
a similar idea by arguing that perceptual knowledge is not a matter of a belief formed on prior
justification, but rather provides a type of justification that consists in a bit of perceptual
knowledge. For Williamson,“[a perceptually derived bit of propositional knowledge] did not get
into [a subject’s] total evidence as a result of his coming justifiably to believe it; both things
happened simultaneously in his coming to know [the relevant proposition]” (Williamson 2008, p.
282). For Williamson, “perceptual knowledge [is] coeval with its perceptual evidence.” (Ibid.)4 It
is clear that this point implies ED. Perceptual experience provides knowledge; but hallucination
clearly does not. Accordingly, ordinary cases of perception and hallucinations have distinct
epistemic characters. There is no type of rational support, i.e. basis of justification for perceptual
belief, shared in common by perceptions and hallucinations.
If the above provides a general sketch of knowledge-first ED, then there is still the
question how the particulars of a theory of perception should be filled in. How does a subject
acquire perceptual knowledge? In Littlejohn’s view, the central notion is that of a primitive
perceptual epistemic norm. Consider:
3

Here Littlejohn adopts Williamson’s famous formula “E = K”, i.e. the view that a subject’s evidence set
consist of things the subject knows. Of course, this consistent with the idea that perception provides reasons
for perceptual judgments (for example, knowledge that “this cup seems red” or something along those lines
(Brueckner 2005, 2008). However, ED rejects attempts to retreat into such knowledge of “appearances”.
4
Compare Millar 2010, p. 139: “instead of explaining the knowledge as, so to speak, built up from justified
belief we treat the knowledge as what enables one to be justified in believing.”
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Knowledge Norm: Believe p only if you (thereby) know p.5
For Littlejohn, perceptual knowledge results from a subject following a norm like the above in
suitable perceptual conditions. It is significant that for Littlejohn following this norm is
primitive, rather of the subject being responsive to grounds for following the norm one way or
another.6 For example, for Littlejohn perceptual knowledge involves nothing further than the
subject believing there is a green cup before her in the visible presence of a green cup.
Accordingly, a subject need not base her following of the Knowledge Norm on previously
acquired grounds, but can do so primitively, and thereby directly acquire perceptual knowledge.
On the particulars of perception, Alan Millar provides a more fleshed-out account. For
Millar, perceptual knowledge is a matter of deploying recognitional capacities, i.e. capacities for
producing suitable conceptual classifications in response to visual experience (Millar 2010,
2011).7 When deployed in ordinary conditions, such capacities produce knowledge. In keeping
with the knowledge-first program, perceptual knowledge for Millar is not a matter of
responsiveness to independently specifiable grounds. Instead, such knowledge provides the
ground-level reasons that can guide the subject in more sophisticated activity.8 The reason is that
for Millar, perception provides subjects with an opportunity for “[knowing] that p in virtue of
seeing that p” (Millar 2011, p. 337).9 All the same, for Millar “seeing that p just is a mode of
knowing that p”. Clearly an account of this shape cannot reduce epistemic standing to anything
that falls short of knowledge, e.g. justification, since it explains knowledge in terms of
knowledge. But for Millar this is the point, since along Littlejohn’s lines he agrees that we must
5

This follows Millar 2011’s version of the knowledge-norm. From Littlejohn 2018 it is not entirely clear
how Littlejohn prefers to render the knowledge-norm, but Christopher Kelp 2016 provides the following
reductive rendering of Littlejohn’s view: “One justifiably believes p if and only if one knows.”
6
After all, consider that the reasons-first approach accepts the Knowledge Norm. The difference is that
according to the reasons-first approach this involves responding to perceptual reasons.
7
For a different view that crucially involves perceptual recognitional capacities, see Schellenberg 2011.
However, for Schellenberg the deployment of such capacities supports a representational theory of
perception. By Millar’s lights, perceptual representation is part of characterizing the type of per
8
It can seem to fit this account that perceptual knowledge is non-inferential (McGinn 2012). In Littlejohn’s
rendering, the non-inferential character of perceptual knowledge is just a matter of its non-conformation to
the “reasons-first” approach. As I will argue below, however, I think there is no inconsistency
9
I have italicized ‘p’ throughout citations.

5

“reject […] the mainstream assumption that knowledge that p is always posterior in the order of
understanding to justified belief that p” (Ibid.).10 The explanation of knowledge does not derive
from an epistemic standing that can be independently specified. As Millar states the position
(Millar 2011, p. 336):
It falls out of this account that seeing that a is G entails knowing that a is G but the
explanatory work is effected by the invocation of recognitional abilities [as opposed to
perceptual reasons/evidence/grounds].11

In sum, following Littlejohn’s broad distinction between reasons-first and knowledge-first views,
and in turn distinguishing between Littlejohn’s and Millar’s versions of the latter, we can
formulate the following taxonomy of versions of ED:
Epistemological Disjunctivism

reasons-first Views

Pritchard’s “Factive Reasons” View

knowledge-first Views

Littlejohn’s “Norm” View

Millar’s “Capacity” View

2. The Argument against the Reasons-First View
Given the above discussion, we face a question: supposing we are sympathetic to ED,
should we prefer the reasons-first or the knowledge-first version? In this respect, Littlejohn and
10

Christopher Kelp characterizes this sort of position, on which justification requires knowledge, a “strong”
version of Knowledge-First epistemology (Kelp 2016, p. 81).
11
This is close to the way Millar states his view at 2010, p. 134. Kelp 2016 provides what seems like a
weaker characterization of Millar’s program, on which there is a significant place for reasons and
justification. On Kelp’s rendering, Millar holds “a broadly accessibilist account of justification according to
which justification requires possession of reasons that one must be in a position” (Kelp 2016, p. 3).
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Millar share a similar argument against the reasons-first view: I will here first sketch the common
tenor, and then explain how the shared argument finds particular application in Littlejohn’s and
Millar’s individual theories.
The essence of the objection is that a reasons-first approach engenders a regress, because
it assumes what it is supposed to explain: perceptual knowledge. For both Littlejohn and Millar,
this regress follows from requirements on what a perceptual reason is supposed to be. In this
sense, Littlejohn’s discussion is especially clear on the supposed requirements. In two different
passages Littlejohn starts from a general view of what reasons are supposed to be, before moving
to derive more specific requirements. In the first passage, Littlejohn looks to a gloss from
McDowell 1978 (Littlejohn 2017, p. 3; italics mine):
Your reasons for V-ing are, as [McDowell] puts it, the light in which you took there to be
something good, favorable, appropriate or sensible about V-ing.12

In a second passage that can be presumed to articulate this same general idea of a reason as
making an act seem “good, favorable, appropriate or sensible”, Littlejohn speaks of reasons as
providing a “path” (Littlejohn 2018, p. 16; italics mine):
Whenever it would be appropriate for you to add a belief to your current belief set, this is
because there is a path from your current belief set to your expanded set that is provided
by your grounds. The path is available to anyone with your total grounds. For each
13
justified belief you add, there would have been such a path to you that you followed.

I take it both of these passages are intended to say something very general about reasons: they are
items that one can appreciate as bearing a positive normative relation to an act (of beliefformation), such that one can so-to-say follow the “path” from one’s reasons to the act, or see the
sensibility of one’s act in the “light” of the reason. Accordingly, consider:
Reasons: Perceptual reasons must be items that allow an act (perceptual judgment, in this
case) to seem good, favorable, appropriate or sensible (or, equivalently, items from
which the subject can follow normative “path” to the relevant act).

12

I take this to be sufficiently ecumenical to also fit Millar’s treatment.
I have copied Littlejohn’s formulation verbatim, with the exception of substituting “grounds” for
Littlejohn’s use of “evidence”. The reason is that the use of “evidence” will later become controversial.
13
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The objection to the reasons-first view consists in a particular conception of what is
required of items for them to perform the general role specified by Reasons. Though in distinct
ways, Millar and Littlejohn in essence agree on two requirements. (i) First a subject’s grounds or
evidence-set consists only in what the subject believes in. This requirement “has to do with the
kind of relation we have to bear to a reason for it to be the reason in light of which we believe,
feel, or do something” (Littlejohn 2018, p. 8). For example, suppose I don’t believe my mother is
ill. Then her being ill cannot be a reason for me to rush home. (ii) The second requirement is
specific to disjunctivism: grounds must entail the truth of the proposition known. If combined
with (i), these requirements imply a particular conception of perceptual reasons. Only
propositions can be believed, and only true propositions can entail the truth of other
propositions.14 15 Therefore the subject’s grounds must contain relevant facts.16 Accordingly
consider:
Specification: Only believed facts can provide the reasons required for ED.17
In turn, for both Littlejohn and Millar this Specification engenders a regress. For
Littlejohn, an appeal to perceptual reasons was supposed to explain, and ground, the subject’s
knowledgeable perceptual beliefs. But now it seems like the subject already needs to have truthful
perceptual beliefs in order to explain her possession of the relevant reasons. It seems these
perceptual beliefs require further reasons, which in turn require perceptual beliefs, and so on. For
Millar, the regress starts from the more particular disjunctivist idea that perceptual reasons are
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This commitment is explicit in Williamson, who holds that one’s evidence contains only true
propositions. But I argue here that “evidence” is the wrong way to think of epistemic grounds for the
Strong Internalist, and accordingly much of the debate surrounding Williamson’s stance on the nature of
evidence is moot as far as the present paper is concerned.
15
For Littlejohn’s treatment of linguistic behavior in these cases, see Littlejohn 2012, pp. 102-105. Not
coincidentally these are all examples of inferential knowledge. Littlejohn notes that perceptual knowledge
is not like this, but is wrong to conclude that therefore reasons play no role in the perceptual case.
16
This is Littlejohn’s only consideration in favor of thinking of reasons as true propositions (Littlejohn
2012). I will not go further into this debate presently.
17
While strictly not following directly from (i) and (ii), Littlejohn and Millar clearly both hold that reasons
must be known, rather than being merely true beliefs. This will not make a difference for this paper. Note
that Specification is not equivalent to the controversial requirement that reasons be conceptual
representations. This may follow from one’s view of facts, but the argument does not turn on this point.
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conclusive because they consist in seeing that a particular fact obtains. By a broad consensus,
seeing that p obtains is just a form of knowing that p obtains, i.e. involves believing that p.18
Accordingly, the subject requires reasons for believing that p, which in turn require seeing that p,
and so on.19 For both Littlejohn and Millar, the gist of the argument is if ED is developed in terms
of conclusive reasons for perceptual belief, the position collapses into explanatory emptiness,
since such perceptual reasons cannot precede perceptual knowledge.
How should we evaluate the potency of the “regress” argument against reasons-first ED?
In what follows I will argue for two claims. First, there is an alternative conception of perceptual
reasons, to be found in experience. Experience, so I will argue, meets Reasons, while not meeting
Specification. Therefore, the regress is avoided. Second, more importantly, knowledge-first ED as
proposed by Littlejohn and Millar fails to capture a critical feature of ED: the way the position
combines perceptual knowledge with a form of internalism. I will discuss these two claims
inversely: first the way ED is motivated, second the way a view of experience sustains this
motivation without falling into a problematic regress.

3. Disjunctivism: The “Holy Grail” of Epistemology
To understanding the motivations of ED, it is helpful to briefly look at a little-discussed
aspect of the standard exposition of ED—that of Duncan Pritchard (2012, 2015). Pritchard
famously describes ED as the “holy grail” of perceptual epistemology, on account of the way ED
weds together two features long thought incompatible: (a) a guarantee that ordinary judgments
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For this point see also Dretske 1969, French 2012 and Ranalli 2014.
Millar offers some further considerations against a “reason-first” approach (Millar 2010, pp. 121-122).
One such consideration focuses on the phenomenology of perceptual judgment, which supposedly does not
include one’s grounding judgments in visual appearances (for example, I do not typically take myself to
have a grasp on such appearances prior to my judgment). A second consideration concerns discursivity:
subjects are frequently incapable of articulating the grounds for their perceptual judgments (e.g.
paradigmatically in the case of the chicken-sexers, who are capable of identifying the sex of chicks without
being aware of their grounds for doing so). Neither of these considerations is conclusive. Pointing to
perceptual grounds need not take especially articulate form: “I saw it”, for example, is commonplace.
Consider as well that chicken sexers are remarkable precisely for being anomalous in not feeling
themselves in possession of grounds for their reliable perceptual judgments.
19
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made in ordinary perceptual conditions constitute perceptual knowledge; (b) an internalism that
guarantees the subject awareness of occupying such favorable epistemic conditions. In
Prtichard’s exposition, these two conditions are met since perceptual experience makes an
epistemic contribution that (1) guarantees the truth of propositions that can be believed on its
basis; and (2) is “reflectively accessible”, such that the subject is in some suitable sense aware of
the truth of (1). Much attention has been given to (1), since it flouts a broad consensus that the
epistemic contribution of experience is defeasible. However, (2) is equally critical to the
ambitions and appeal of disjunctivism.20 This has to do with (a certain type of) skepticism (see
critically, Pritchard 2008). For Pritchard, it is the fact that the subject can know that she is
enjoying a perceptual opportunity for knowledge that promises to relegate a powerful variant of
skepticism to epistemic irrelevance. On this analysis, the core skeptical assumption is that the
possibility of hallucination and illusion rules out the possibility of a type of self-knowledge:
namely that of enjoying a certain opportunity for perceptual knowledge. Denying this assumption
is what, in Pritchard’s exposition, distinguishes ED as epistemology’s “holy grail”.21
How does emphasizing (2) relate to knowledge-first ED, as discussed above? The issue
lies in the conception of the rationality displayed by the judging subject that is central to
Pritchard’s exposition of ED. It is in enjoying the distinctive epistemic status afforded by
perception that the subject is self-aware of having an opportunity for knowledge. In other words,
since perception affords the subject with grounds that guarantee the truth of her perceptual
judgment, the subject is self-aware of enjoying a position that is inconsistent with the critical
skeptical assumption. Recall,
Reasons: Perceptual reasons must be items that allow an act (perceptual judgment, in this
case) to seem good, favorable, appropriate or sensible (or, equivalently, items from
which the subject can follow normative “path” to the relevant act).
Stated this generally, Reasons is a gloss on rational behavior (doxastic, in this case): behavior that
20

For an account of how to understand (2) see [removed for review].
Contrast Jim Pryor’s much-discussed dogmatism (2000; 2005), which is characterized by its acceptance
of this assumption, which it takes as compatible with perceptual knowledge.
21
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by the lights of the subject is “good, favorable, appropriate or sensible”. On Pritchard’s
exposition of ED, part of the achievement of the view (if, of course, it can be maintained) is that
perceptual experience puts the subject in a very distinct rational position: a position allowing her
to judge in light of what is manifestly so. The judging subject displays the type of rationality of
judging in accordance with what perception reveals. In other words, I take it Reasons can simply
not be jettisoned from a version of ED without compromising an essential part of its promise.22
The point can be illustrated in terms of Ernest Sosa’s distinction between “merely
functional beliefs” and “judgmental beliefs” (Sosa 2015; for discussion in light of ED, see Shaw
Forthcoming). As Kegan Shaw captures the distinction, “judgmental beliefs”, but not “merely
functional beliefs”, are distinctly rational in that “it is part of what judgmental beliefs are that
they depend upon evidence or epistemic reasons for thinking a proposition true” (Shaw
Forthcoming, p. 10; italics original). As Shaw notes, part of the ambition of ED lies in the way it
conceives of perceptual judgments as “judgmental beliefs”, rather than merely functional ones. A
perceiving subject passing judgment displays precisely the type of rationality that consists in selfconsciously letting her beliefs be guided by what is perceptually manifest to her.
This point is clearly not part of Littlejohn’s knowledge-first ED, and plausibly not part of
Millar’s view either. As to the former, Littlejohn explicitly couches his view in a discussion of
acts undertaken allegedly for “no reason at all”, such as doodling during a talk (the example
Littlejohn himself gives).23 Though doubtless different in important ways, this example provides
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Compare Sebastian Rödl’s gloss on the justification of a judgment (Rödl 2018, p. 20; italics mine):
The possibility of justification depends on our comprehension of a general source of
judgment: in judging, I understand my judgment to spring from a power [which is] the
power of knowledge

Rödl here explicates one way of being rational in judgment. Being rational in this way consists
comprehending your judgment as flowing from a capacity to know things in a certain way (for example,
perceptually). This capacity to know is the “light in which” (or part of it) the subject makes her judgment.
On Pritchard’s version of ED, perception is such a “source of judgment”.
23
While not relevant here, I doubt acts for which one can answer a question ‘why?’ are truly undertaken for
no reason: “just for fun” or “oh nothing in particular” seem to articulate rational awareness, insofar as even
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Littlejohn’s model of a groundless act, to which he assimilates the acquisition of perceptual
knowledge. To illustrate, recall
Knowledge Norm: Believe p only if you thereby know p.
Given Littlejohn’s gloss on acts performed without support of reasons, it is clear that Littlejohn
does not conceive of this norm as a rule for a subject to self-consciously, where she would have
to consider reasons for believing p (namely, by considering whether she is in position to know p).
That is, we should not understand Littlejohn to propose
Knowledge Norm*: Believe or judge that p only for reasons that put you in a position to
(thereby) know that p.24
Compare two other formulations from Littlejohn, and one by Jonathan Sutton (2007), who
similarly develops a knowledge-first program: “You cannot justifiably believe p unless p is true”
(Littlejohn 2012, p. 122); “You ought not believe p unless p” (Littlejohn 2012, p. 233); “My view
is that a subject’s belief that p is justified if and only if he knows that p: justification is
knowledge” (Sutton 2007, p. 7).25 For all these formulations, the norm is not for the subject to act
for reasons sufficient for knowledge; the subject enjoys justification if she follows a primitive
norm of believing knowledgeably.
A similar point applies to Millar’s view. For Millar, recall, “seeing that a is G entails
knowing that a is G but the explanatory work is effected by the invocation of recognitional
abilities” (Millar 2011, p. 336). Concerning this view, we can ask: in what consists the
explanatory work done by Millar’s recognitional capacities? That is: in what way does the
exercise of a subject’s recognitional capacities explain her acquisition of perceptual knowledge?
Again, the answer is not: because the subject grounds her judgment in her possession of the
relevant recognitional capacities (i.e. by understanding her judgment as an exercise of capacities

the latter is susceptible for example to countervailing reasons (“I may doodle freely, as long as there is no
need to pay special attention”, e.g.).
24
Note that the norm cannot state judge that p if you know that p. To know that p one must have judged
that p, leaving this norm not one a subject can follow.
25
Compare further (Kelp 2016, p. 82): “One justifiably believes p if and only if one knows.”
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that she is self-aware of possessing). For example, knowing that it’s a cardinal up there in the tree
is not a matter of being aware of one’s capacities to recognize cardinals from how they look, and
being aware that this bird has the right look. Instead, one primitively recognizes the cardinal.
Consequently, the same point applies as did to Littlejohn’s view: part of the unique appeal of ED
is supposed to lie in the subject’s awareness of occupying a position that is consistent with the
truth of skepticism. Neither Littlejohn nor Millar captures this aspect of ED in the way achieved
in Pritchard’s version.

5. “Epistemic Contact”: A Path through Experience
We seem to face a dilemma: (i) allegedly, basing perceptual beliefs on reasons engenders
a problematic regress; (ii) it is critical part of ED to ground perceptual beliefs on reasons, in the
general sense in which the “light in which” the subject judges includes the knowledgeable
character of her judgment. But (i) is false. In this section, I will argue that the core mistake in the
regress arguments of Littlejohn and Millar is an overly restrictive conception of perceptual
reasons. Specifically, I will argue experience can contribute reasons, in a way that does not
produce the problematic regress sketched by Littlejohn and Millar.
Consider:
Evidentialism: perceptual reasons are pieces of evidence; any perceptual reason for
believing p is part of one’s evidence set for p.26
Evidentialism expresses a common conception of rational support, and in characterizing the
reasons-first version of ED, Littlejohn explicitly speaks of the idea as perception providing
evidence for belief. Characterizing perceptual reasons in evidential terms can seem an innocuous
bit of epistemological terminology, but in Littlejohn’s and Millar’s arguments, it plays a critical
role. A critical part of Littlejohn’s argument concerns “the kind of relation we have to bear to a
26

This may seem a terminological issue. If we acknowledge that evidence can entail propositions, it can
seem an evidential characterization of grounds must be innocuous. My suggestion here is that this
impression is mistaken.
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reason for it to be the reason in light of which we believe, feel, or do something” (Littlejohn
2018, p. 8). Specifically, for Littlejohn this relation is belief. If perceptual reasons are bits of
evidence, this seems plausible enough: some bit of evidence (the suspect’s lying in interrogation,
e.g.) cannot be my reason for an act (my voting “guilty” in jury session) if I do not believe it.
Likewise, if perceptual reasons are conclusive evidence for certain propositions, then the relevant
evidence had better entail these propositions. Accordingly, given an evidential conception of
grounds, Littlejohn’s conception of what perceptual reasons are falls naturally into place.
However, recently philosophers of perception (Brewer 2018; Cunningham 2016, 2017),
with whom I am here in sympathy, have developed a different, non-evidentialist conception of
perceptual reasons. In perceptual experience, objects and properties in the environment are
presented to the subject. On these views, presented items in experience can constitute objectual
reasons: grounds that consist simply of the worldly objects and properties presented in
experience.27 Having as one’s reason for judgment objects and properties presented in experience
guarantees the truth of suitably formed beliefs. For example, if I am presented with the cup before
me as well as its greenness, then if I form a normal perceptual judgment that the cup is green, the
way the cup and its greenness figured in my experience guarantee my judgment will be true.28 We
might describe this as experience placing the subject in a type of epistemic contact with reality.
If experience can constitute a type of epistemic contact with reality, and perceptual
reasons can be objectual, how does this reflect on the regress argument against reasons-first ED?
Littlejohn is right that subjects need to stand in a suitable relation to their grounds. But this
relation need not be one of belief in a proposition; being presented with objects in experience is
itself the right relation to stand in. There are different ways to understand exactly how experience
constitutes a “light in which” subjects make judgments. On my preferred view, it is part of a
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For Brewer it’s important these are just objects, not properties. This is not part of the present view.
The existence of relevant objects and properties ensures the truth of the relevant judgments. Of course
this point is not part of some inferential bit of reasoning through which the subject arrives at these
judgments.
28
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conscious experiential state that the subject enjoys self-awareness of having the experience.29 In
being aware of her perceptual experience, the subject is aware of being in epistemic contact with
the objects of her knowledge. This allows her to judge on grounds she is aware of as knowledgeguaranteeing. If such a way of thinking of experience is tenable, reasons-first ED does not
engender a problematic regress. The way the subject is self-ware of being presented with objects
and properties does not involve her believing a further proposition, which require further grounds,
producing the regress.30
Littlejohn himself briefly considers the idea of experience providing grounds for
judgment, but doubts that “you could acquire p as evidence by means of an experience that was
not accompanied by a further belief that p is true” (Littlejohn 2018, pp. 8-9).31 Motivating this
conclusion, Littlejohn writes: “one of the main epistemically significant differences between
belief and experience is that when you believe p, you are committed to the truth of p I such a way
that you would be mistaken if p were false. The same doesn’t hold for experience” (Ibid.). But
this argument fails make contact with the account of experience sketched above. Specifically,
there are two points to make. First, Littlejohn simply assumes that the relevant epistemic model is
that p must enter a subject’s evidence set (and that accordingly the subject must bear a belief-like
commitment to p being true). But the experiential model is intended precisely as an alternative to
this idea. In judging that the cup is green, I do not do so because on account of my experience, I
am already committed to “the cup is green” as part of my evidence. Experiential contact with the
cup and its greenness does not require belief-like commitment.32 Second, even as he develops a
form of ED, Littlejohn seems tentative about the epistemic power of experience. While it is true
that experience does not involve a belief-like commitment to p, there is something curious about
29

This is distinct from ordinary relational views of experience, which typically do not include a role for
self-consciousness. See my [Redacted for review]
30
Of course it is a fact that the subject enjoys an experience. But the epistemic work is done by the idea of
standing in epistemic contact, not by the subject’s belief in a true proposition.
31
Where the latter, of course, would restart the problematic regress.
32
I take it that Littlejohn is correct that experience does not judge, i.e. that in an experience a subject does
not undertake a commitment to a proposition (Travis 2013, Gupta 2013).
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Littlejohn’s denial of the claim that experience “[commits you] to the truth of p I such a way that
you would be mistaken if p were false.” For the disjunctivist, your experience guarantees the
truth of p, thereby ruling out the falsity of p. The idea that, for all the epistemic power of your
experience, p might nevertheless be false is precisely the type of claim the disjunctivist denies.
The same model also allows the proponent of “reasons first” ED to escape Alan Millar’s
version of the regress argument. Moreover, the experience-based view of perceptual reasons in
fact provides a natural gloss on Millar’s perceptual epistemology based on recognition capacities.
For Millar, the reasons-first first approach must claim that perceptual reasons take the form of
seeing that p obtains, since this entails p, but “seeing that” entails knowledge or belief, and so the
regress ensues.33 However, the experiential conception of perceptual reasons obviates the need for
this type of entailment: presented objects in experience are sufficient to ensure the subject an
opportunity for knowledge. How does this fit Millar’s view that perceptual knowledge results
from the exercise of recognitional capacities? There is a natural story to tell. In being
experientially confronted with items in her environment, the subject is self-aware of her ability to
directly recognize items in response to what they look like (“that bird is a finch!”). This does not
mean the subject makes judgments without perceptual reasons: she can articulate her reason along
the following lines “I’m seeing it” or “finches look like that”.
A final point worth making is that the experiential conception of perceptual reasons fits
well with the general epistemological framework offered by ED. According to ED, perception
guarantees knowledge. This, of course, distinguishes ordinary perceptual judgments from other
judgments: our normal, non-perceptual judgments are clearly not guaranteed to be true. On the
experiential model sketched above this is explained naturally: it is because perceptual judgments
are grounded not in evidence, but rather in a distinct way only available when the subject is
experientially confronted with the items in her environment. That is, rather than positing an

33

For discussion of this point in Pritchard’s version of ED, and an object-centered alternative, see French
2012, 2014.
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remarkably strong type of evidence, the heart of ED is precisely that it suggests perceptual
judgments are not based on evidence at all, but grounded in a type of direct epistemic contact.
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