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A Closer Look at Russell’s Skepticism 

In this paper I will explain how Russell reaches the conclusion that actual objects may not be the 

same as how we experience them in sense-perception. I will assess the merit of this claim by 

considering objections inspired by Stroud and Dretske and seeing if Russell can adequately 

respond. 

Russell will argue that what we get from sense perception, our immediate experience, 

gives us very little, if any, knowledge of the external world. There is an insurmountable divide 

between appearance (of an object) and reality (of an object), and what we directly perceive is just 

appearance. He brings out this divide by looking at a brown table - which we believe to be 

brown, hard, of a certain shape, and of giving off a certain sound - with “closer scrutiny” (AP, 

Russell, 8). 

But upon closer scrutiny, we note that the table isn’t really the same color all over, as 

some parts of it are brighter than others because of how the light hits it (8). Moving about the 

table, the (distribution of) color changes with respect to the light (8). So the color depends on the 

relationship between the perceiver, the table, and the way the light falls. Thus the color property 

doesn’t exclusively belong to the table (9), it belongs apart and is an appearance. The texture, 

shape, and touch of the table are appearances in the same way. If we looked at the edge of the 

table through a microscope, we would see valleys and ridges where we hadn’t before (10). This 

is not a case of seeing the object more precisely. If we were to look with a more powerful 

microscope we would see new levels of valleys and texture (10). There is no reason to privilege 

one scope over another in displaying the table, as it will appear differently with every power of 

scope. Similarly, the appearance of shape will change from one view-point to another as different 

sides will be nearer. We do not usually think of a shape as changing because we have, from 
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experience, learned to mentally reconstruct shapes - shape is inferred (11). No two people 

looking at the table would have the same sensory experience because they do not share the same 

point of view (8). Similar observations can be made about hardness as it appears differently if I 

press with my thumb instead of my elbow (11), and so on.  At this point, the most that can be 

said is that there is something which produces these sensations. But we cannot infer from sense-

perception alone what it is. 

     So the immediate objects of perception are sense-data - not actual objects - for all we get 

are appearances in some way. From sense-data we infer the presence of an object, but the senses 

do not infer (Lec 3). In each aspect of our experience of the table, the fact we acquire about the 

table is inferred. That the table is brown is inferred from the brown sense-data. But inferences 

can be wrong - and there’s the devil (Lec 3). We can wrongly infer the shape of the table. But it 

is not as though sense-data can be wrong - sense-data cannot go beyond the character of 

experience. If our inferences can be wrong, how do we know that we are right to infer that the 

table is brown? Considering just the sense-data, we are not justified in making this inference 

because we cannot reliably connect an object to its appearance. Though the presence of sense-

data is suggestive of some object that produced it, it is not suggestive of what that object actually 

is. Thus, for all we know, the sense-data could be produced by some great and powerful 

Universe-Spirit and there are no actual objects - my shifting sensation of the table is nothing 

more than the flowing of his spiritual goo. Given this possibility we could never come to know 

the true sizes and shapes of objects on the basis of sense-perception alone. Though, this doesn’t 

preclude the knowledge of objects through sense-perception in addition to some other means. 
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While Russell’s argument is forceful, there is reason to doubt his conclusion. There is 

more to our immediate experience than sense-data. And in order to have certain thoughts about 

the world, we need to be exposed to and know the world in a certain way. 

     Sense-data may be a large part, but is not the whole, of our immediate perceptual 

experience. Part of immediate experience is also that we notice and discriminate objects (Lec 7). 

This is a primitive and immediate capacity. As a lion can notice a gazelle and track its 

movement, we too can notice an object and track its movement. If we lacked this discriminatory 

capacity, then our perceptual experience would be nothing over and above some jumble of 

disorganized features (Lec 7). E.g. there appears to be some browness over there, and some 

whiteness over here. Moreover, if our perceptual experience were so impoverished, we couldn’t 

actually think of the “me” in the proposition, “it seems to me as if there is a brown table”, for 

“me” refers to an object that must be discriminated. And if I could not even think of anything as 

seeming to me to be a certain way, then I am merely the passive recipient of the shifting features 

of my experience. But our immediate experience is richer than this. 

     If our perceptual experience is only of sense-data, then we should not be able to have 

thoughts or beliefs of brown tables (Lec 7). For Russell, an experience of a brown table amounts 

to, “it looks to me as if there is a brown table” because all we get is the appearance. The thought 

that “it looks to me as if there is a brown table”, requires being able to have the thought that 

“there is a brown table” (Lec 7). This takes certain conceptual resources and requires me to have 

concepts of brown, table, and that something can be colored (PKPJ 388). Having these concepts 

means that I can, in thought, predicate brown of other objects, or think of other things as tables - 

we must have thoughts of a certain structure (388). In thought, we need an object to apply a 

concept to; in “there is a brown table” the concept brown is applied to the object table. To have 
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objects to which we can apply predicates in thought requires acquaintance with objects in 

perceptual experience, for we must encounter a thing in order to think of it - or else how would 

we get the concept or object? Even fictional objects must be encountered in some way for us to 

think of them. To think of a unicorn I must have the concepts of purple, horse, and horn, which I 

get from perceptual experience.  

We have thoughts and beliefs about the external world; this requires concepts. Concepts 

are acquired from objects we are exposed to (EoB 72). If we are not exposed to the external 

world (sense-data being an intermediary), how do we account for thoughts and beliefs about the 

external world? It must be that we are mistaken as to the contents of thoughts (79) – but this 

seems implausible. Russell cannot give us objects, because we cannot know what underlies the 

sense-data. When experience is just of sense-data, what we get is nothing more than a swirling 

tapestry of color, devoid of discrete objects, with features of our experience merely appearing 

this way or that. There is no object for us to grasp, discriminate, and predicate. Russell cannot 

explain how we can have thoughts and beliefs about objects when we are not directly given the 

object. 

     These objections suggest that perceptual experience is richer than Russell supposes, our 

capacities for thought and belief bringing this to light. If Russell is right he must account for our 

discriminatory capacities, thoughts, and beliefs with his impoverished view of perception. 

     Russell might account for discrimination in the following way. In the case of visual 

experience we get an array of colors. We can visually discriminate based on patterns of 

contrasting colors in our visual experience. The contrasting colors and the borders between them 

give the appearance of an object. We become familiar with a certain pattern of color and come to 

associate a certain “object” with it. If all we get is sense-data, this is one way of discriminating. 
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If we can discriminate despite our perceptual experience consisting of nothing but sense-data, 

then we can abstract concepts from the appearances, just as we would if we were seeing the 

actual thing. From the appearance of a chair, I could then abstract the concept chair from it, and 

retain it as a possible predicate in thought. When I think that there is a chair there, I am just 

mistaken as to the content of the belief. While I think it is about an actual chair, the thought is 

really about the appearance. This is to say that what I took as the object of my thought is really 

the appearance, for what I am thinking about is the apparent chair (unbeknownst to me). That I 

think I am talking about an actual chair doesn’t mean that that’s actually the thing I have in 

mind. In the same way we can be mistaken about the contents of our belief (when what we are 

taking as the object of our belief is something other than what we think it is). That we frequently 

mistake the contents of our beliefs is understandable if we are not acquainted with the 

appearance/object distinction. 

     But Russell’s response is ultimately inadequate. This is because we get more from 

perceptual experience than just appearances. Consider the visual experience of a tomato. I do not 

just experience the tomato as a front-facing red blob. I also in some respect have an experience 

of its backside (Cowan 170). I get a sense of the whole tomato, not just the front. It is present as 

absent, so to speak (170). Or consider that fire causes water to boil. When I look at the pot on the 

stove, I don’t just see the fire beneath the pot of water and the water boiling. I am also in an 

important sense seeing the causal relation between the fire and the water boiling. Or consider a 

case of amodal completion, where the perceiver can be said to have an awareness of occluded 

parts of shapes (173). I see one piece of paper waywardly slid beneath another. I have an 

awareness of the completely rectangular object, even though I only see part of it. These examples 

show that perceptual experience is richer than Russell supposes. They also suggest how we can 
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discriminate between objects. Russell cannot discriminate between objects; patterns of 

contrasting colors are insufficient. This is because objects can be many-colored and so we cannot 

reliably know where to draw the boundaries between objects in the patterns. (And the decision 

becomes somewhat arbitrary.) If Russell cannot reliably discriminate objects, then it is a mystery 

how he can acquire concepts requisite to thought and belief. But suppose that he could. Are we 

really mistaken about the contents of our beliefs? It seems like we really just have false beliefs 

about the external world, not true beliefs about the appearances. What makes it about one thing, 

rather than the other? Even if there is a Universe Spirit, these people still mean to say something 

about the external world. When someone says, “I think that there is a chair over there”, they are 

really saying “I think that, in the external world, there is a chair-object there” - that they came to 

this thought on the basis of an appearance doesn’t change that. But it is hard to see how the 

appearance could be the object of this belief, and the person just mistaken as to the contents. So 

Russell has not been able to adequately respond to these objections. Thus it seems we need not 

despair in skepticism. 
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