jl austin sense and sensibilia

Unpacking JL Austin's Groundbreaking Work: Sense and

Sensibilia

jl austin sense and sensibilia represents a pivotal moment in the philosophy of language and perception,
challenging prevailing empiricist views and introducing a rigorous, analytical approach to understanding
how we experience and describe the world around us. J.L. Austin, a towering figure in 20th-century
analytic philosophy, meticulously deconstructed traditional assumptions about sense-data, hallucination, and
the very nature of "seeing.”" This seminal work, published posthumously, continues to provoke debate and
offer profound insights into epistemological concerns. By examining the nuances of ordinary language used
to discuss perception, Austin laid bare the complexities of distinguishing between veridical perception and
illusion, offering a fresh perspective on how we justify our beliefs about the external world. This article
delves into the core arguments of Sense and Sensibilia, exploring its key concepts, its critique of the sense-

datum theory, and its lasting impact on philosophical discourse.
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The Genesis of Sense and Sensibilia

J.L. Austin's Sense and Sensibilia is not a work he completed for publication in its current form. Instead, it is

a collection of lectures delivered at Oxford University in the late 1950s, meticulously edited and compiled



by G.J. Warnock after Austin's untimely death in 1960. The lectures were a direct response to and a
powerful critique of the prevailing philosophical orthodoxy of the time, particularly the sense-datum
theory, which had been influential for decades. Austin felt compelled to address what he perceived as
fundamental errors in how philosophers had been conceptualizing perception and knowledge of the
external world. His aim was to bring philosophical discussion back to the concrete realities of how we
actually talk and think about our sensory experiences, advocating for a more grounded and less abstract

approach.

The philosophical landscape Austin was engaging with was heavily influenced by thinkers who posited a
direct, unmediated apprehension of "sense-data"—raw, uninterpreted sensory impressions—which then
formed the basis of our knowledge of the physical world. Philosophers like A.J. Ayer, C.D. Broad, and
Bertrand Russell had, in various ways, articulated and defended this view. Austin’s lectures were a
sustained and forceful assault on this theoretical edifice, aiming to dismantle it by examining the language
we employ when discussing perception. He believed that by carefully analyzing ordinary usage, many of
the paradoxes and problems that troubled sense-datum theorists would simply dissolve. This methodological

commitment to the philosophy of ordinary language was central to Austin's project.

Critique of the Sense-Datum Theory

At the heart of Sense and Sensibilia lies Austin’s devastating critique of the sense-datum theory. This
theory, in its various forms, posits that what we are directly aware of in perception are not physical objects
themselves, but rather intermediary entities called "sense-data." These sense-data are understood as private,
subjective impressions that are independent of the external world and serve as the raw material for our
perceptions. For example, when looking at a table, the sense-datum theorist would argue that we are not
directly seeing the table, but rather a collection of visual sense-data (a brown patch, a rectangular shape,

etc.) which we then interpret as a table.

Austin argues that the very concept of "sense-data" is problematic and arises from a misunderstanding of
how we use language to describe perception. He contends that philosophers invented sense-data to solve
problems that were, in fact, problems of their own making. For instance, the problem of "inconsistent
properties” (how the same object can have different appearances from different viewpoints) is dissolved,
according to Austin, by recognizing that we are not talking about the object having contradictory
properties, but rather about different ways in which the object appears or looks to different observers or
from different perspectives. The "brown patch" is not a separate entity from the table; it is the table as it

appears in that particular light and from that particular angle.

The "Inconsistent Properties” Argument



Austin famously uses the example of a table appearing both brown and white, or circular and elliptical, to
illustrate the flaws in the sense-datum theory. He argues that the sense-datum theorist is forced to posit
different sense-data for each appearance, leading to an ontological proliferation. However, Austin counters
that ordinary language already provides the resources to explain these variations without recourse to
unobservable entities. We say the table looks brown, or it appears circular. This distinction between an
object and its appearances is perfectly intelligible within ordinary language and does not require the
invention of sense-data. The problem, for Austin, is that philosophers mistakenly treat "looks" or "appears" as

referring to a distinct kind of object or experience.

The Argument from Illusion and Hallucination

A significant part of Austin's critique targets how sense-datum theorists attempt to explain cases of illusion
and hallucination. They argue that if we are directly acquainted with sense-data, then the experience of
seeing a mirage or a ghost must also involve sense-data. This leads to the conclusion that in all perception,
we are only ever directly aware of sense-data, and inferring the existence of external objects from these
private impressions. Austin finds this line of reasoning flawed. He argues that the fact that we can be
deceived in perception does not mean that our normal, veridical perceptions are fundamentally different in

kind from illusory ones, or that they all involve an intermediary sensory substrate.

Perception and the Ordinary Language Approach

Austin champions the philosophy of ordinary language, believing that careful attention to how we speak
about perception can resolve many philosophical puzzles. He asserts that the language we use to describe
seeing and experiencing the world is not as simple or as problematic as the sense-datum theorists suggest.
Instead, our everyday linguistic practices are already sophisticated enough to distinguish between different
kinds of seeing, different ways things can appear, and different conditions under which we gain
knowledge. His methodology involves detailed linguistic analysis, examining the conditions of use for

terms related to perception.

For Austin, the concept of "seeing” is not monolithic. We use the word "see" in various ways, and these
distinctions are crucial. We can "see" a physical object, but we can also "see” that something is the case, or
"see" a meaning. The sense-datum theory, by abstracting away from these linguistic nuances, misses the
richness and complexity of our perceptual lives. Austin aims to show that what appear to be deep
philosophical problems are often the result of philosophical jargon and the misapplication of linguistic

categories. By returning to ordinary language, we can clarify our understanding of perception.



Distinguishing Between Veridical and Non-Veridical Perception

Austin emphasizes that our ordinary language already contains ways of distinguishing between seeing a
real object and being deceived by an illusion or hallucination. He argues that the sense-datum theorist's
move to make all perceptions fundamentally similar, differing only in the degree of "reality" of their sense-
data, is an artificial imposition. When we see something, we typically operate with a presumption of its
reality. It is only when evidence suggests otherwise that we talk about illusions or hallucinations. The
language of "looks" and "appears” is precisely what allows us to describe these phenomena without

inventing new kinds of objects.

The Role of Justification and Knowledge

Furthermore, Austin's work implicitly highlights the importance of justification in our perceptual claims.
When we claim to see something, we are often in a position to offer reasons or evidence for our claim,
especially if it is challenged. This contrasts sharply with the sense-datum theorist's model, where
knowledge of the external world is inferred from private sense-data. Austin suggests that our knowledge
of the external world is more direct and grounded in our successful engagement with that world. The
language we use to describe perception is tied to our practices of knowing and justifying beliefs about the

world.

Hallucination and Illusion: A Closer Look

Austin's treatment of hallucination and illusion is central to his refutation of the sense-datum theory. He
argues that philosophers have often created a false dilemma by assuming that if a perception is illusory, it
must be of a different kind of object than a veridical perception. For Austin, an illusion is not an experience
of a different sort of entity, but rather a misperception of an actual object or a misinterpretation of sensory
input under specific circumstances. Hallucinations, while perhaps more complex, can also be understood in
terms of faulty cognitive processes or brain states, rather than the apprehension of non-existent sensory

impressions.

He meticulously dissects the language used to describe these phenomena. When we speak of a mirage, for
example, we do not necessarily mean that we are seeing "mirage-sense-data.” Instead, we are describing a
situation where the conditions are such that we are led to believe something is present which is not, or is
present in a distorted way. The problem is not with the nature of the sensory input, but with how that
input is interpreted and what it leads us to believe about the external world. Austin’s aim is to show that

these cases do not necessitate the wholesale abandonment of direct realism.



The Mistake of Equating "Looks" with "Is"

A key insight Austin offers is that philosophers often conflate "looks" with "is." The sense-datum theorist,
faced with the fact that a stick in water "looks" bent, concludes that we are seeing bent sense-data. Austin
argues that this is a misunderstanding of the grammatical and semantic function of "looks." When we say
something "looks" a certain way, we are describing how it appears under specific conditions, without
necessarily implying that it truly possesses that property. The bent appearance of the stick in water is a
property of the stick as viewed through water, not a separate entity. This linguistic distinction is

fundamental to understanding perception accurately.

The "How" of Perception

Austin’s approach emphasizes the "how" of perception rather than a supposedly discrete "what" of sensory
input. He suggests that the way we describe an experience often depends on the context and the particular
sensory modality involved. For example, seeing a mirage is not a matter of seeing "mirage-sense-data," but
rather a matter of misinterpreting visual information due to atmospheric conditions. Similarly, a
hallucination might be a case of the brain generating perceptual content internally, without corresponding
external stimuli. The crucial point is that these phenomena can be understood without resorting to the

problematic ontology of sense-data.

The Nature of Experience

In Sense and Sensibilia, J.L. Austin challenges the Cartesian tradition of viewing experience as a private,
internal theatre of sensations. He argues that our experiences are deeply intertwined with our interaction
with the world and the language we use to describe them. The notion of a purely subjective,
uninterpreted stream of consciousness, accessible only to the individual, is, for Austin, a philosophical
artifact rather than a reflection of actual human experience. He advocates for a more embodied and engaged
understanding of perception, one that acknowledges the role of our bodies, our environments, and our

linguistic capabilities in shaping what we experience.

Austin's focus on ordinary language is not merely a stylistic preference; it is a philosophical method aimed
at revealing the presuppositions embedded in our everyday talk about the world. When we speak of
seeing, touching, or hearing, we are typically talking about our engagement with physical objects and
events. The complex theoretical apparatus of sense-data, in Austin's view, serves only to obscure this
fundamental reality. By analyzing the conditions under which we make perceptual claims, we can gain a
clearer understanding of the nature of experience itself, recognizing it as a complex interplay between the

world, our senses, and our cognitive faculties.



Experience as an Active Process

Austin implicitly presents experience not as a passive reception of sensory impressions, but as an active,
interpretive process. Our perceptual faculties are not merely passive receivers but are engaged in
structuring and making sense of incoming information. This is evident in how we readily distinguish
between different types of sensory input and integrate them into a coherent understanding of our
surroundings. The language we use to report our experiences reflects this active engagement, indicating

what we take to be real, what we are uncertain about, and how we justify our perceptions.

The Social and Linguistic Dimension of Perception

Crucially, Austin highlights the social and linguistic dimension of perception. Our understanding of what it
is to see, hear, or feel is shaped by the community in which we live and the language we share. The very
concepts we use to categorize and describe our sensory input are learned through social interaction. This
counters the idea of a purely private, ineffable subjective experience. The ability to communicate our
perceptions and have them understood by others is a testament to the shared frameworks of meaning that
underpin our perceptual lives. Austin's work thus underscores that understanding experience requires

understanding the linguistic and social contexts in which it occurs.

Implications and Legacy

The publication of Sense and Sensibilia had a profound and lasting impact on analytic philosophy,
particularly in the fields of epistemology and philosophy of mind. Austin's rigorous critique of the sense-
datum theory, while initially met with some resistance, ultimately succeeded in shifting the philosophical
landscape. His emphasis on ordinary language as a tool for philosophical analysis became a hallmark of a
significant branch of analytic philosophy, influencing generations of thinkers to pay closer attention to the
nuances of everyday language when tackling complex philosophical problems. His work continues to be a

vital resource for understanding the nature of perception, knowledge, and language.

Austin’s legacy lies not only in his direct refutation of specific philosophical theories but also in his
methodological innovation. By demonstrating the power of detailed linguistic analysis to dissolve apparent
philosophical paradoxes, he provided a powerful alternative to more speculative or abstract approaches.
Sense and Sensibilia remains a testament to the insight that sometimes, the most profound philosophical
problems can be illuminated by simply understanding how we ordinarily talk about the world. His work
encourages a more grounded and less theory-laden approach to philosophical inquiry, reminding us that the

everyday use of language often contains the keys to unlocking deep conceptual puzzles.



The Enduring Influence on Epistemology

Austin's critique significantly weakened the grip of skepticism that arose from the sense-datum theory. By
showing that illusions and hallucinations do not necessitate the positing of intermediary sense-data, he
opened the door for more direct theories of perception. His work contributed to the revival of forms of
direct realism and externalism in epistemology, which hold that our perceptual access to the world is,
under normal conditions, direct and that the reliability of our senses is a feature of our relationship with the
external world itself, rather than something to be inferred from private sensory impressions. The careful
analysis of everyday justifications for perceptual claims remains a valuable tool in contemporary

epistemological debates.

The Philosophy of Ordinary Language Movement

Together with his other works, Sense and Sensibilia cemented J.L.. Austin's position as a leading figure in
the philosophy of ordinary language. This movement, which flourished in the mid-20th century, sought to
resolve philosophical problems by examining the language in which they are typically expressed. Austin’s
meticulous attention to the distinctions embedded in ordinary usage, his focus on performative utterances,
and his analysis of speech acts all contributed to this philosophical tradition. While the direct dominance of
the ordinary language movement has waned, its emphasis on linguistic clarity and the grounding of

philosophical claims in actual usage continues to inform much of contemporary analytic philosophy.

FAQ

Q What is the main argument of J.L. Austin's Sense and Sensibilia?

A: The main argument of J.L.. Austin's Sense and Sensibilia is a critique of the sense-datum theory. Austin
argues that the concept of "sense-data" (private, uninterpreted sensory impressions) is a philosophical fiction
that arises from a misunderstanding of how we use language to describe perception. He contends that
ordinary language already provides adequate resources to distinguish between veridical perceptions,

illusions, and hallucinations without resorting to intermediary sense-data.

Q Who was J.L. Austin and what is his significance in philosophy?

A: JL. Austin (1911-1960) was a highly influential British philosopher, considered one of the founders of
the philosophy of ordinary language. His work emphasized the importance of careful linguistic analysis to
resolve philosophical problems. His significance lies in his innovative methodologies and his contributions to

speech act theory, the philosophy of perception, and epistemology.



Q What is the sense-datum theory that Austin critiques?

A: The sense-datum theory is a philosophical view that proposes that in perception, we are directly aware
of "sense-data"—raw, uninterpreted sensory impressions—rather than the external objects themselves.
These sense-data are considered private and subjective, and our knowledge of the external world is

believed to be inferred from these immediate sensory experiences.

Q How does Austin use ordinary language to critique the sense-datum
theory?

A: Austin uses ordinary language by meticulously examining the way we actually talk about perception.
He argues that concepts like "looks" and "appears” in everyday language are perfectly capable of explaining
variations in how objects seem to us without requiring the existence of separate sense-data. He shows that
the language of illusion and hallucination is also well-integrated into our ordinary discourse and does not

necessitate a different kind of perceptual object.

Q What are "inconsistent properties” in the context of Sense and
Sensibilia?

A: "Inconsistent properties" refers to the problem faced by sense-datum theorists when an object appears to
have contradictory properties from different viewpoints (e.g., a coin appearing circular and elliptical, or a
table appearing both brown and white). The sense-datum theorist posits different sense-data for each
appearance. Austin counters that these are simply different ways the object appears, and ordinary language

handles these distinctions without invoking separate sensory entities.

Q How does Austin explain hallucination and illusion differently from
sense-datum theorists?

A: Austin explains hallucination and illusion not as experiences of different kinds of sensory objects, but as
cases of misperception or misinterpretation. He argues that these phenomena arise from faulty cognitive
processes, deceptive conditions, or internal brain states, rather than from apprehending non-existent sense-
data. The problem is in our belief about what we are perceiving, not necessarily in the fundamental nature

of the perceptual intake.

Q What is the significance of the posthumous publication of Sense and
Sensibilia?

A: Sense and Sensibilia is a collection of lectures delivered by Austin that was edited and published by G.J.

Warnock after Austin's death. Its significance lies in its role as a clear and forceful exposition of Austin's



critique of the sense-datum theory, solidifying his impact on epistemology and the philosophy of

perception, and ensuring that his arguments reached a wider philosophical audience.

Q What are the lasting implications of Austin's work in Sense and
Sensibilia for philosophy?

A: The lasting implications of Sense and Sensibilia include the decline of the sense-datum theory as a
dominant model of perception, the continued importance of the philosophy of ordinary language as a
method, and the influence on direct realist and externalist theories of perception. Austin's work encourages
philosophers to be more attentive to the complexities and nuances of everyday language when addressing

philosophical problems.
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