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Abstract

The crux of Sellars’ 'Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind' is to call attention to 

what he calls the "Myth of the Given," which classical empiricism and foundationalist 

accounts of knowledge are dependent. Ruling out sense datum theories and other 

foundationalist accounts, Sellars argues impressions are of a non-propositional form 

and as such, cannot have a functional role to serve as a justification, which suggests 

sense experiences, in themselves, are epistemically inefficacious. Sellars refutes the 

whole framework of classical empirical knowledge and offers his own positive 

epistemology that takes what he believes to be correct in each account, while 

adjudicating it to be reasonable and consonant to good scientific practice, which is 

the basis of his scientific realism. Ultimately for Sellars, the epistemic cannot be 

derived from the non-propositional, which means knowledge cannot be derived 

from pre-conceptual sensa. I posit there is a possible interpretation for emergence 

within Sellars EPM that is derived from the necessary holistic parts needed to 

ascend to a fully-fledged normative knower. I argue that the ability to have 

conceptual representations and to know something, as X, could be considered a 

holistically emergent ability that aligns closer to the tenets of weak emergentism.

I certify that the Abstract is a correct representation of the content of this Thesis.
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Introduction

While Wilfrid Sellars’ philosophy can be quite challenging to comprehend, 

understanding the crux of his arguments bears profound insights into how our knowledge, 

perception, and consciousness itself, is cognitively structured. Explicating various 

sections of Empiricism and the Philosophy o f Mind (EPM henceforth), I intend to 

highlight Sellars’ core arguments that pertain to conceptual representations, the myth of 

given itself, and his positive epistemology. In showing how Sellars structures his theory 

of mind and epistemology, I intend on affirming, the philosophic and scientific tenability 

of his accounts, while offering my own interpretation of weak emergence found within 

Sellars’ EPM. Offering a phil-sci exegesis of Sellars’ conceptual representations, I aim to 

provide ancillary support to Sellars’ epistemology, since representations (knowledge of 

X) are irreducible to mere impressions without antecedent conceptual acquisition, which 

suggests a prior holistic affair, between overt language, concepts and impressions. This 

holistic affair, leading to cognitive agency, awareness and our ability to conceptually 

represent, I argue is an emergent quality of these base parts. However, first I must 

articulate the traditional Cartesian picture, sense datum theory and 

empiricist/foundationalist framework for knowledge that Sellars attacks, as each falling 

prey to the ‘myth of the given.’

Background to the EPM: Empiricist Foundationalism & SD Theories

Within the EPM, Sellars challenges many traditional, foundationalist claims 

suggesting we derive our most basic (foundational) knowings, directly from sensations. It 

is primarily empiricist foundationalism and sense datum theories that maintain 

foundational knowledge is furnished, directly and noninferentially, through the senses. 

Sellars central task within the EPM is to dissuade readers from believing in what he calls 

“the myth of the given,” which is the suggestion that foundational and propositional 

knowledge, can be ‘given’ to us directly, without prior conceptual and linguistic 

acquisition. The foundationalist picture stems from a Cartesian tradition and the 

connection between the mental and physical, the internal and external and the knower and
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the known, where the known is some basic fact about the world. Foundationalism has 

been framed as Cartesian because of the distinctions between mental and the non-mental 

entities. Traditionally, foundationalist camps, such as rationalists, empiricists, and sense 

datum theorists, argued we could have direct and indubitable knowledge, either from 

direct access to our mental or directly through sensations. Thus, foundationalist 

knowledge is hieratical where we build our more complex knowledge inferentially from 

basic knowledge, which is furnished from the “bedrock” of unmediated, foundational 

sensings.

There are many ways of perceiving the world through the senses, so a few central 

questions in the philosophy of perception are: What are the things that we actually 

perceive? What are the objects of perception? Further, do we perceive the objects 

themselves, or intermediaries of those objects? The foundationalists, who believe basic 

knowledge is known through sensations, get split into 2 subdivisions: The direct (naive) 

realists and the indirect (SD theory) realists. The reason this sensory camp gets divided is 

due to epistemological errors that arise from pursing knowledge through direct 

acquaintance. Bertrand Russell was one of the first to discuss knowledge through direct 

acquaintance, which suggests we can infallibly know the qualities, of the physical objects 

we perceive, by merely being presented the object to our senses. In this camp, when I see 

a red apple before me, I am directly and infallibly aware of what qualities compose it, 

such as redness, firmness, roundness, ect.

In the (Russelian) direct realist view, direct knowledge does not have to be 

inferred, thought or recalled, but merely sensing is sufficient to obtain knowledge of 

objects’ qualities. So direct knowledge is ‘given’ to the experiencing agent and is a 

foundational piece of knowledge that other more complex, inferential knowledge is built 

up from. From this picture, its thought direct knowledge of the senses is unmediated, 

noninferential and known independently of any other knowledge. So in empiricism, the 

stopping point, of justificatory and causal inference, is sensations, which they argue is our
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direct contact with the world. Thus in this account, some basic, foundational and 

propositional knowledge, is ‘given’ to us directly and noninferentially.

While prima facie, direct realism seems a plausible theory for knowledge, 

epistemic errors arise when the fallibility of our sensations are questioned. Ayer’s 

arguments for illusions in Logical Positivism, illustrate that our senses can be dubious 

and as such, they’re qualitatively indistinguishable from veridical experiences, The 

arguments conclude when there are non-veridical perceptions, as in perceptual illusions 

and hallucinations, it seems we’re cut off from the physical objects around us by 

perceptual phenomena, which leads SD exponents to believe that what we perceive is 

something internal, rather than the object itself. From the epistemological issues of direct 

realism, indirect realists claim that what we perceive is an intermediary representation of 

the object, called a ‘sense datum,’ which is not the physical object itself. SD theory 

opposes direct realism and is characterized in 4 ways: 1) They’re private accessibility (as 

inner episodes only you experience the datum) 2) They’re exactly as they appear (they 

cannot be misconceived) 3) They exist as a result of experiencing the datum (their 

ontological status is couched in their experience) 4) Under normal circumstances, they 

represent things in the external world (i.e. the sense datum accurately represents an 

objects’ sense content). So while we can doubt sensations’ veridical standing (a red 

apple), SD theorists argue that it’s impossible to doubt that we’re experiencing, what 

seems to be red (sense datum) in our presence.

The crucial takeaway from the SD distinction is that if we are not experiencing 

the physical objects directly, we must be experiencing an intermediary (indirectly) in our 

mental. What’s important for SD theory, is that while it is possible to doubt, whether a 

tomato, we perceive actually exists, the sense data, of a tomato, cannot be consistently 

doubted by an experiencing agent. So while I can doubt the veridicality of my perception, 

I cannot doubt I am experiencing a sense datum. A quote from H.H. Price’s Perception 

captures what traditional SD theory epitomizes: "When I see a tomato there is much that I 

can doubt. Perhaps what I took for a tomato was really a reflection; perhaps I am even the
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victim of some hallucination. One thing however I cannot doubt: that there exists a red 

patch of a round and somewhat bulgy shape, standing out from a background of other 

colour-patches, directly present to my consciousness." (1932 pp. 3) What Price and SD 

theory broadly argues is that we directly know basic facts, through our direct relation 

with sensa and that we can use these foundational precepts to make further epistemic 

distinctions about the external world. Thus, in SD theory, noninferential and non

mediated epistemic facts, are ‘given,’ in the Sellarsian notion, to the experiencing agent, 

who’s directly presented with sense data.

At SD’s core, to have knowledge by acquaintance, according to Russell, occurs 

when the subject has an immediate and unmediated awareness of some propositional 

truth (e.g. the color patch is red). So knowledge, by acquaintance, is obtained through a 

directly, causal and justificatory relation, amongst the object itself and the perceiving 

person. To press this epistemic point, Russell states, “All our knowledge rests upon 

acquaintance for its foundation.” (1912 p. 48) So then, knowledge by acquaintance is 

considered a direct and fundamentally basic kind of knowing that doesn’t depend on 

inference or conceptual mediation. Ultimately, SD theory maintains the belief that primal 

experiences, like the acuity of pain or the vividness of color, are foundationally basic 

forms of knowledge, which do not require the implementation of concepts. Ultimately, 

when Sellars discusses SD theory, the view that he believes standard SD theory 

epitomizes is that sense data is a unique kind of privately accessible, nonphysical, 

qualitative, directly sensed and knowable objects, which are the “building blocks” for 

further inferential knowledge about physical world. Such an account, where we gain 

noninferential knowledge of the physical world, through private sense data, is at the heart 

of Sellars’ myth of the given and what he aims at refuting, throughout the EPM.

In both empiricist and rationalist (foundationalist) frameworks, we have some 

basic knowledge, which is given to us, furnished, either directly through the senses or the 

mental. Regardless their origin, from these basic epistemological givens, it’s assumed 

that we build out an inferential and indirect, system of knowledge. It was pertinent to first
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discuss foundationalism and SD theory, since one of Sellars’ crucial tasks, within the 

EPM, is to argue against perceptual givenness that’s rampant in both philosophic 

accounts, since they both attribute givenness, as the foundations of inferential knowledge. 

However, Sellars point, within “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” is that to make 

any epistemic distinctions (categorize, label, ect) about sensa, we first must possess and 

employ, a conceptual and linguistic framework.

So what are the ‘given’? Many things have been argued to be given amongst 

philosophers (Descartes, Spinoza, Plato), such as first principles, axioms and universals, 

but among the things that are thought to be given, sensations (sense data) are frequently 

targeted and play the most common role for the given. However, Sellars wants to attack 

this whole aforementioned Cartesian picture and empiricist foundationalist’ framework, 

as dependently resting on these givens. In a general characterization, the given has a 

positive epistemic status in experience, whether mental or sensorial. A person is said to 

know the given directly, immediately and infallibly and has been termed (Russell), 

“acquainted with” or “directly aware,” of sense particulars. The given is thought to have a 

twofold force, it is epistemically efficacious and epistemically independent, of any other 

knowledge. This means what serves as the given is noninferential (the causal source) and 

provides positive epistemic (justificatory) support in an epistemological system. 

Specifically, there are various forms that the given takes, not just sensory, which Sellars 

aims to argue against them all, while offering his own psychological nominalism and 

positive epistemology to replace these traditional epistemological accounts that rely on 

and thus, fall prey to, the given.

The given, is what traditional Cartesian and foundationalist’ 

epistemology/metaphysics, hinges on for their accounts’ plausibility and what Sellars 

denies, since the given is a myth. Sellars believes once the Cartesian picture, 

foundationalist epistemology and givenness itself, is abandoned, we then have the 

philosophic freedom to pursue, more epistemically feasible, alternatives. McDowell 

eloquently recapitulates this myth as “Nothing given in experience independently of
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acquired conceptual capacities... could stand in a justificatory relation to beliefs or a 

world view.” (1998a, 365) So givenness, in all its forms, has hindered the progression of 

epistemology and the philosophy of mind, since it’s the “givenist,” who projects the 

belief that what is known directly, is known best. Sellars aims to refute these accounts of 

direct knowledge, in favor of the idea that what is known best, are those beliefs, which 

are the pieces of a coherent and well-supported explanatory framework (manifest image) 

available to us. So in Sellars’ account, the acquisition of knowledge is an ongoing and 

self-correcting process that begins with moderate unsophistication, towards 

conceptual/linguistic expansion and refinement, which increases our understanding of the 

external world and ourselves.

EPM: The Irreducibilitv of Conceptual Representations to Sensations

To flesh out Sellars’ view of perceptual and conceptual experience in the EPM, 

we nee highlight Sellars’ epistemological and phenomenological arguments for a holistic 

framework. Right from the start, Sellars distinguishes between sensations, which he calls 

“impressions” as distinct from “representations,” which are linguistically and 

conceptually mediated perceptions that denote something, as something (e.g. F is X). 

Sellars posits impressions are human’s unacquired ability to experience sensa, as 

foundational inner episodes. However, to have any knowledge of what the impressions 

are (e.g. This is red) requires conceptual acquisition through linguistic modeling. Sellars 

denies the possibility of knowledge through mere sensorial acquaintance and states, 

“There is no reason to suppose that having the sensation of a red triangle is a cognitive or 

epistemic fact,” which directly opposes SD theory’s claims. (EPM § 7) Sellars, in some 

sense, is an anti-foundationalist and this carries the belief that there is nothing, 

epistemically basic or foundational that can be given to our cognitive framework. What 

this then supposes, is that all our knowledge and representational abilities, are acquired 

abilities and contain propositional claims. From this position, Sellars wants to deny sense 

datum (impressions) and anything that is given, directly and noninferentially.
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Sellars begins by rejecting the majority of SD theory’s claims and suggests their 

accounts falls prey to perceptual givenness (i.e. direct acquaintance). Since Sellars’ attack 

on sense datum is only the 1st step towards a “General critique of the entire framework of 

givenness,” (§1) it’s important to highlight Sellars’ arguments, to see why he targets SD’s 

account of impressions and argues for their epistemically inefficacious status. Sellars lists 

what is given as, “Sense contents, material objects, universals, propositions, real 

connections, first principles and even givenness itself,” (§1) which implies sense data, 

impressions or sensations, are non-epistemic and nonpropositional, since there is no 

conceptual or propositional mediation in what they disclose.

Sellars outright rejects any epistemic significance of impression. Sellars suggests 

the propensity to think sensations are in the same cognitive category, as thoughts, is 

because of their grammatical resemblance (e.g. “sensations of a red triangle” and 

“thoughts of a celestial city”), but argues this is the wrong conclusion and shouldn’t lead 

us to believe impressions are, or tantamount to, thoughts. While Sellars is not denying 

that we need sensations to for their perceptual role (seeing, tasting, feeling, ect), what he 

is denying is that they, in themselves, furnish the world directly (veridically) to us. So 

Sellars view criticizes SD theory and empiricist foundationalism because he argues there 

can be no knowledge, of what we perceive, apart from the conceptual/ linguistic 

processes that underpin perceptual knowledge. Ultimately, sensations in Sellars picture 

are the constituents needed for perceptual experience, yet they themselves, do not 

disclose the world, anything propositional or any epistemological significance.

SD theorists have taken givenness to be a fact, which presupposes conceptual 

learning and equates sensing sense data with awareness, which Sellars outright denies. 

Sellars suggests that for sense particulars to be of epistemic value they need to teach to us 

(conceptually) their functions, which sensations don’t innately furnish. Supporting this 

conclusion, Sellars states, “All subsumption of particulars under universals involves 

learning, concept formation, even the use of symbols.” (EPM §6) So merely experiencing 

sensations (feeling pain or seeing color) doesn’t disclose knowledge about the sensations,
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or about the world, through direct acquaintance. For Sellars, to be propositionalized is to 

be conceptualized and argues the “acquaintance” which allows the agent to know a 

sensation “non-inferentially” as X, is only through conceptual apprehension and 

categorization, and thus sensing sense-data alone, would be considered non-epistemic. 

An Inconsistency Opposing SD’s Commitment to Noninferential Knowledge 

Addressing the ‘epistemic givenness of sensations that plagues foundationalism, Sellars 

offers the ‘inconsistent triad’ argument that sense datum theorists are fallaciously 

committed.

A. X senses red sense-content S, entails X non-inferentially knows that S is red.

(Premise suggests sensings entail knowings)

B. The ability to sense sense-contents are unacquired.

(Premise suggests sensings are non-conceptual and presupposes knowing)

C. The ability to know facts of the form X is O (e.g. something is red) is acquired.

(Premise suggests knowings/graspings do presuppose prior conceptual abilities)

The inconsistency within the triad shows all choices necessitate a singe negation 

(e.g. A and B, entail -C). Premise A must be false reductio ad absurdum, since A argues 

to “sense a red sense-content,” the sensor knows non-inferentially that the sense datum is 

red, which presupposes other concepts. Speaking to this Sellars states, “He can abandon 

A, in which case, the sensing of sense contents becomes a noncognitive fact —, which 

may be a necessary condition, even a logically necessary condition, of non-inferential 

knowledge, but a fact, nevertheless, which cannot constitute this knowledge.”(EPM §6) 

In other words, when an agent is thought to be sensorially ‘given,’ the noninferential 

knowledge that X is <D, such as, seeing that blood is red, it is actually a conceptually 

mediated perception, rather than a sensible intuition. Sellars suggest the claim that this 

ability to engage in a noninferential perception is itself mediated, by a complex 

conceptual framework that underpins sense perception.

Sellars considers SD theory a “mongrel,” due to the crossbreeding of two ideas: 

sensations and knowings. (EPM §7) First, SD theory thinks certain sensations can be
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inner episodes, which animals and humans both experience without any prior learning, 

which Sellars agrees our are impressions. This is sensing, but not sensing it as C#. 

However, this first idea gets conflated with the 2nd idea that there are noninferential 

knowings that certain items are in fact C#. Sellars’ central emphasis is the distinction 

between sensing/s and knowings, in which, he argues sensing is not tantamount to 

knowing. Sellars distinction is that merely sensing an object is not to classify it, because 

classifying a sensa is to deploy a rule-based, conceptual framework. So sensing a red and 

triangular sense datum is therefore, not the same, as being conceptually aware of it “as a 

red triangle.” Sellars presents all of these arguments to dissuade readers from believing in 

perceptual givenness, which suggests ‘representations’ (knowledge as such) are 

irreducible to mere sensations.

Sellars suggests that an elaborate conceptual framework, of objects related, in a 

publicly observable space and time, mediates the perceptual immediacy of knowledge. 

From this account it follows that sensory awareness alone, is not cognitive awareness as, 

such that sensa don’t disclose the conceptually, categorized knowledge, of the color red, 

the shape of triangles, or the pitch of C#. Sellars argues against SD’s view and states, “To 

suppose our non-inferential knowledge, on which our worldview rests consists of 

‘ostensible sensing,’ as happens to be veridical, is to place empirical knowledge on too 

precarious of a footing. -Indeed, to open the door to skepticism,”(EPM §7) which 

suggests direct knowledge from experiencing impressions, alone, cannot be 

noninferentially given, nor possess any positive epistemic status. So starting in the first 

chapter, with his attack on SD theories and empiricist foundationalism, Sellars begins to 

paint a picture where knowledge is not built of sensations alone, but through a 

habituating and self-correcting process, of linguistic and conceptual acquisition.

Sellars Positive Epistemology: From Language to Concepts

At this point, what we need to ask is how does Sellars’ epistemology suggest we come to 

have knowledge? Clearly in Sellars picture, knowledge is tied to a conceptual framework. 

Another pertinent question, tied to the one above, is this circular regress “Hegelian snake
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of knowledge.” If we need a conceptual framework to understand sensations and possess 

knowledge, how do we first obtain this cognitive framework?

I posit Sellars is arguing that we develop concepts through the habitual sensory 

experience of people speaking a language around us. So our conceptual notions are 

derived through linguistic inculcation, which is a simultaneous process of learning 

language along with concepts. This touches on a passage from §36 that states, “The 

essential point is that in characterizing an episode or a state as that of knowing, we are 

not giving an empirical description of that episode or state; we are placing it in the logical 

space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says.” So to classify an 

episode or state, as “A knowing that P,” is to situate that state, as a claim “that P” in a 

logical space of reasons. This is to say that “that P” stands in the right justificatory 

relationships with other reasons, which means we must be able to offer justificatory 

reasons why we take such claims to be true, which impressions don’t offer. So knowledge 

for Sellars necessitates justification in the logical space of reasons.

Ultimately for Sellars, every type of knowing involves propositional and 

conceptual content and so knowledge presupposes language and conceptual acquisition. 

So in order to know something (conceptual representation), I must first have acquired a 

language that was trained into my bare cognitive framework, by people whom already 

possess a conceptual framework. Thus, to understand sensations, we must connect 

concepts and language to sensations, to make it determinate in some way. The crux of 

Sellars’ argument about knowledge, is that we must first attach concepts to sensations, 

before it can ever have the role of “being” that can tie into our system of justifications, 

which comes in turn, from overt language. Sellars account echoes the Kantian dictum 

“Thoughts without content are empty and intuitions without concepts are blind,” which 

implies we need both, sensations to ground us to reality and concepts (via semantic 

modeling for Sellars) to understand those precepts, together, in order to possess any 

knowledge of the physical world, as such.
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Sellars suggests that the cognitive framework for knowledge doesn’t grow out of 

the impressions alone. However, the act of acquiring the framework does, require and 

involve, sensations. There’s a ‘bootstrapping’ process in Sellars view, where before we 

are having thoughts, were we are having noncognitive impression. This bootstrapping 

process allows us to acquire language, and then language and concepts, in turn, reshapes 

sensations in a way, which suggests an inextricable process of linguistic and conceptual 

acquisition, in relation to sensations and how we perceive. So I don’t get the concept “is 

green” because I perceptually sense it and just innately know the concept ‘greenness’ 

from sheer acquaintance. Rather, I get the concept of “greenness” because of a large 

amount of my sensory experiences (some of which involve hearing people speaking a 

language and using specific utterances in the presence of certain physical features) allows 

me to acquire language and concepts holistically, which shapes my conceptual 

framework and thus, my perceptual knowledge of green things.

Through holistically acquiring concepts in conjunction with impressions, we can 

go from having nothing that possesses positive epistemic status (no concepts, 

propositions, thoughts or language), to possessing knowledge about the world and of our 

subjective inner states. For Sellars this process is a habit formation, in which language 

and thought takes shape in the individual and through this holistic learning process, 

where the hearer is inculcated into the linguistic/conceptual community, involves 

bringing about regularities of behavior. However, once someone becomes a fully fledged 

member of the linguistic/conceptual community, at that point then, it is no longer 

appropriate to think of their linguistic activity, or their thoughts, as mere habit, since at 

that point, it takes on a kind of normative character of thinking.

Further, Sellars argues that proponents of pre-linguistic awareness fall prey to the 

‘myth of the given,’ as this type of inference still requires conceptual and linguistic 

categorization. Sellars’ primary focus is “sapience, rather than sentience,”(R. Brandom) 

as he is concerned with the categorical awareness of representations, such as awareness 

of objects as X. Sellars offers his psychological nominalism, which he puts forward as
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“The denial that there is any awareness of the logical space prior to, or independent of, 

the acquisition of language.” (EPM §31) So Sellars is suggesting that central to ‘the 

myth’ is the notion that nothing, in this pre-linguistic domain, can intrinsically, or 

necessarily posses a particular significance independent of the deployment of concepts 

and language. At this point, Sellars argues that inner episodes pertaining to ‘knowings,’ 

such as “that looks red” or “someone thinking of a celestial city” is to “Place their 

episodes in the logical space of reasons, as actualization, of concepts and language.” 

(McDowell, pp. 2)

The idea behind a coherence theory of concepts is that they’re acquired in a 

holistic manner and what Sellars calls “batteries.” So even to have the rudimentary 

concept “looks green,” a knower must also have the concept of colors, more broadly, 

what it is to “look” a certain way, in different conditions (standard vs. unstandard) and 

whether the word ‘green ‘is the right locution to utter. For Sellars no one could have 

observational knowledge unless they “knew many other things,” Sellars states, “Even to 

have the more rudimentary concept presupposes having a battery of other concepts.” 

(1963 EPM 19) So Sellars believes our concepts can be gradually acquired in a piecemeal 

fashion, however, an individual only grasps the concept when “sufficiently large and 

important subsets of these have been acquired.” (DeVries-Pg.31)

Sellars argues against the logical atomist view, in which an agent can recognize 

green items, as a prerequisite for learning to recognize standard conditions for perception 

(i.e. concepts). Rather, Sellars is suggesting that we acquire a battery of concepts in a 

piecemeal manner. Supporting this claim deVries states, “There is a perhaps quite slow, 

gradual acquisition of individual discriminative abilities that, when sufficiently many and 

sufficiently interconnected, can be justifiably grouped as a set of conceptual abilities. For 

describing someone as possessing a concept is more than ascribing a discriminative 

capacity or disposition to a person; it ascribes a complex interrelated set of such 

capacities operating in a complex cognitive system.” (pg. 30-31) Sketching out a positive 

(non-Cartesian & non-foundational) account of thought, perception and impressions with
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no reliance on givenness, Sellars’ epistemology aims to account for how we come to have 

“batteries” of concepts that’s not purely an externalist/behavioristic account.

Ultimately in Sellars’ epistemology to possess observational knowledge, of the 

specific “this is green,” you must know a battery of other general facts. Sellars posits 

“Observational knowledge of any given fact (e.g. that this is green) presupposes that one 

knows general facts of the form X is a reliable system for Y” (36) Thus, this 

presupposition of further (general) facts, necessitates the abandonment of empiricist 

claims that observational knowledge is self-authenticating. Since for Sellars, the 

cognitive framework itself, isn’t given from sensations alone, however acquiring the 

conceptual framework, does involve sense experiences. To express observational 

knowledge “Jones would have to know overt verbal episodes of this kind are reliable 

indicators of the existence, suitably related to the speaker, of green objects.”(EPM 36) In 

characterizing and connecting our cognitive abilities with overt language, Sellars states, 

“Jones ability to give inductive reasons today is built on a long history of acquiring and 

manifesting verbal habits in perceptual situations, and, in particular, the occurrence of 

verbal episodes, which is superficially, like those which are later properly said to express 

observational knowledge, it does not require that any episode in this prior time be 

characterizeable as expressing knowledge.” (EPM 37) So knowledge is not merely 

reliable behavior, but requires, acquisition and application, of a “battery” of concepts, to 

possess the authority, which allows the agent to know their reports are reliable indicators, 

as well as following normative rules.

Sellars’ epistemological process first begins exterior, and once we obtain the 

linguistic and conceptual semantics (a cognitive framework), we are no longer just 

following a behavioristic rule, but actually realize that we are mentally thinking and 

participating correctly. Within various parts of the EPM Sellars is explicitly arguing that 

our cognitive abilities to have conceptual representations and empirical knowledge is 

emergent, which is an exciting and novel claim ., Sellars’ suggests that we need to have a 

picture of how knowledge and the mental, emerges out of thoughtlessness,
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nonpropositional habit and non-epistemic experiences, which is a holistic process, 

involving precursory acquisition of language and concepts, paired with sensorial 

experiences (inner episodes). Through Sellars’ epistemology, our cognitive frameworks 

emerge from linguistic and conceptual inculcation that allows for cognitive ability to 

have knowledge of the external world, conceptually represent something as X, infer 

propositional claims and have consciousness awareness (perceptually and conceptually) 

of the private and public domain.

One of the main tasks of Sellars’ EPM is to account how we could come to 

possess conceptual abilities when we start out with no innate mental abilities. Sellars 

describes how we can be beings bom with nothing, epistemic nor propositional, and from 

this pre-conceptual and linguistic state, come to be beings that build upon our world and 

worldview, through the inculcation of concepts and language, which as Sellars states, is 

the “Journey from the grunts and groans of the cave to the subtle and polydimensional 

discourse of the drawing room, the laboratory, and the study.”(EPM § 63) Sellars 

explains how our cognitive abilities emerge from the non-epistemic and nonpropositional 

and through the holistic inculcation of language and sense experiences, in which we 

simultaneously acquire batteries of concepts, we become cognizant of the normative rules 

and reasoning needed conceptual representations. So conceptual, and epistemic 

emergence can be explained, in the same manner, as other complex, natural (emergent) 

phenomena. This suggests at some point in our history, we transitioned from being non

mental beings (no cognitive agency/ authority to report) to rational beings, which Sellars 

posits is when we’re inculcated and actively participating in a linguistic and conceptual 

framework. Gaining this normative conceptual framework allows us to then have 

concepts and reasoning to place things in the space of reasons. Thus, the relationship 

between language, concepts and sensorial experiences, as well as how we come to 

acquire language and cognitive abilities, is to be accounted for using natural and socio

science, rather than inferring “mythical givens.” Sellars’ ‘myth of Jones’ describes in
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principle, how we could come from a pre-linguistic/conceptual state and from this 

“nothingness,” emerge as normative and rational

We can derive from the EPM that learning language, inextricable from concepts, 

plays an imperative role in Sellars’ phenomenological picture, in transitioning from non- 

cognitive beings, with predispositions to language and reason, to sensible beings that 

possess the ability to conceptually represent something, as X. Sellars’ view is that “All 

awareness of sorts, resemblances, facts, ect., in short, all awareness of abstract entities- 

indeed, all awareness even of particulars- is a linguistic affair,” (EPM § 29) which 

suggests that we could not derive any knowledge of objects, (e.g “This is X”) without 

prior linguistic and conceptual acquisition. So in Sellars’ cognitive holism, we learn to 

recognize and understand reporting claims, such as “This is green,” which in turn, means 

we have also learned the linguistic/conceptual rules (semantics) of specific utterances, 

such that we have come to understand reports, as being “Reliable indicators (in standard 

conditions of perception) of the presence of green objects.” (EPM § 37) So before an 

experiencing agent can express observational knowledge of Y (e.g. green things), he 

would have to know general facts (presupposition of other knowledge) about the report 

X, which the agent “Would have to know that overt verbal episodes of this kind are 

reliable indicators” of Y. (EPM § 36) All this suggests the empiricist picture for direct 

knowledge cannot “Stand on its own feet” because Sellars posits that “The suggestion 

would be anathema to traditional empiricists for the obvious reason that by making 

observational knowledge presuppose knowledge of general facts, of the form X is a 

reliable symptom of Y, it runs counter to the idea that we come to know general facts of 

this form only after we have come to know by observation a number of particular facts 

which support the hypothesis that X is a symptom of Y.” (EPM § 36) Thus, we need 

precursory acquisition of language and sufficient batteries of concepts to understand 

reports (e.g. this is X) possess any knowledge, which is an emergence of agential and 

normative, cognitive abilities (representations), via the holistic bootstrapping process of 

linguistic and conceptual inculcation.
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There are 2 distinct “hurdles” Sellars positive epistemology must overcome that 

the extemalist/reliabilist accounts of knowledge (i.e. thermometer view; passive 

indicating/parroting) face. 1) Authority- The agent must have authority of their reports, 

which is not just reliable parroting or indicating. So authority is a reliable responsive 

disposition, such that an agent behaves a certain way, in certain conditions, which is 

being a reliable indicator. 2) Recognized (internal) authority -Sellars suggests in addition 

to authority of following rules, the utterer must also recognize the authority internally. So 

this is an internalist claim, which is how Sellars moves beyond externalist and 

behavioristic accounts of knowledge. To internally recognize authority, is to move from 

being a reliable indicator (merely parroting), to the normative realm, where the utter 

actually knows that the conditions are met for the report (e.g. this is green) to be true. 

This requirement is the ability to grasp and apply concepts in their reports. So in Sellars 

picture, the internal grasping and application of concepts is what distinguishes the strictly 

behaviorist “parroting” and reliable indicting from observational knowing. Thus, the 

authoritative report occupies a position in the space of reasons to be justified. This 2nd 

hurdle is the awareness/recognition requirement, sometimes called the “level-ascent” 

requirement, which moves decisively past extemalism and is solely on the part of the 

agent/reporter. In order to possess observational knowledge, a person must ascend from 

the level of being merely a reliable indicator, to the normative level. This ascension into 

the normative/epistemic level requires that the agent actively understands the normative 

conditions and these conditions satisfy their present reports. Before any reports can be 

considered knowledge, this ascent into the level of recognition requires the subject have 

knowledge of the reliable conditions, which is possessing knowledge of both general and 

particular facts all at once (holistic coherence theory). So Sellars imposes a general 

requirement for empirical knowledge, which is authority, such that the agent understands 

the normative rules at play for their circumstance and is an active rule applier to their 

empirical reports.

‘Myth of Jones’- Modeling Inner Episodes From Public Language
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Dispelling the myth of givenness, Sellars offers another myth to account for how 

we acquire conceptual abilities. Sellars doesn’t want to simply equate mental states with 

behavior, as a reliable behavior (like a thermometers’ reliable report) doesn’t suggest 

actual knowledge, as knowledge necessitates agency in conceptual application and rule 

following. Performing reliable behaviors doesn’t actualize concepts, nor place the reports 

in the space of reasons. Sellars wants to dispel all accounts that suggest sensations furnish 

the world directly and replace this empiricist framework for an account that holistically 

incorporates the nature of sensing, thinking and knowing. Sellars takes sensations to be 

our foundational, inner episodes, that causally ground us to the physical world, however, 

don’t solely disclose any knowledge of it.

So what else is required to obtain knowledge, aside from our foundational 

sensations? Sellars posits that in addition to sensations, knowledge requires concepts, 

which are modeled from the semantics of language, which suggests knowledge also 

requires language. So for Sellars, to categorize sensations, where we actually possess 

knowledge of them, requires acquisition and application of concepts, which comes from 

(semantically modeled) public (overt) language. So from this claim, all knowledge for 

Sellars “is a linguistic affair.” Sellars is arguing that knowledge of our senses is 

impossible from a pre-conceptual/linguistic state. This holistic view is Sellars’ 

psychological nominalism thesis, which is the crux of his positive epistemology and 

denies that cognitive experiences possess direct relation to abstracta, but rather 

suggesting it’s a linguistic relation.

Sellars’ psychological nominalism suggests we can’t possess any knowledge of 

the world by mere sensing it. Further, we cannot have knowledge of our inner states just 

by experiencing the sensations, which refutes the foundationalist doctrine that knowledge 

is built from pre-conceptual and pre-linguistic relation to abstracta. So Sellars’ 

epistemology contends that we need overt language, to semantically model and acquire 

our concepts in sufficient batteries, to then conceptually know our sensorial experiences 

perceptually, as such. A few central questions, to Sellars’ epistemology, is how we come
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to have concepts of our own inner episodes and how do we come to have the concept of 

our own foundational inner experiences (sensations)? Sellars offers the ‘myth of Jones’ as 

his anthropologic explanation. Sellars’ solution explains how we begin life without 

knowledge of our inner, mental episodes, but comes to gradually possess concepts and 

direct awareness of these inner episodes. In Sellars picture, all direct awareness 

presupposes language. So Sellars articulates, in the ‘myth of Jones,’ the relationship 

between, public and private episodes, to language, concepts, thoughts and impressions.

In Sellars myth, people can act and talk normally, just lack the vocabulary of 

inner episodes. So they lack concepts, thoughts, and any notions of sensations, yet still 

have an externally robust language. Sellars offers Jones, an individual who possesses 

concepts and inner language and shares this theory to the fictional community. Jones 

proposes new classes of entities, namely thoughts and sensations. Jones wonders what is 

going on when people engage in silent, intelligent and purposeful behavior? Jones posits 

there has to be something going on internally when peers are engaging in purposeful 

behavior. Jones postulates that what’s going on internally, during this silent behavior 

(thought), is similar to the activity of talking and considers it “inner talk.” So thinking is 

the inner process that explains our silent intelligent behavior.

The crucial takeaway is that inner episodes of thinking are “modeled” on overt 

language, which suggests thoughts and concepts are modeled on the intentionality of 

language. To comprehend and explain these inner episodes involves the use of categories, 

which are directly applicable to overt language use. So initially, Jones has just postulated 

the existence of thoughts, but now to explain peoples’ silent behaviors, he has to teach his 

peers to use his theory. The crucial transition is that now Jones teaches this community to 

apply the theory to their own behaviors. Once the community masters Jones’ theory, they 

can then make inferences about their internal lives. Through public inculcation, people 

can start to make the reports that they are thinking, as well as report the contents of what 

they are thinking, in a non-inferential manner. This new ability allows the community to 

start making non-inferential judgments about publicly observable objects, as well as
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report their own inner thoughts. Thus, in this internally silent community, Jones’ peers 

began to develop awareness to their own thoughts, concurrently through the mastery of 

public discourse (vocabulary) of thoughts and beliefs.

Sellars’ thesis of psychological nominalism claims “To be aware of something X, 

one must have a concept for X.” (IEP) So when the agent acquires the concept X, it then 

becomes directly applicable to their experiences. This fictional experiment illustrates 

perceptions are concept-laden and depending on the concepts we have acquired, it 

radically effects how we’re able to perceive the world. Once we acquire the concept of 

inner episodes (thoughts), we can begin to possess noninferential knowledge of the 

private. Sellars also aims to support this same process of inculcation with sensations. 

While thoughts and sensations are both private inner episodes, sensations differ from 

thoughts because they have this intrinsic, foundational grounding, which thought does 

not. Further, sensations are not intentional in the same way thoughts are, so they must be 

formed causally, as a result of our sensory encounters with the world. By interacting with 

the world, it causes us to have various sensory experiences.

Similar to Jones’ theory of internal talk (thoughts), Jones wants to explain inner 

experiences of sensations via our inculcation processes into concepts. Our inner 

experiences of sensa, just as thoughts, are molded from something publicly observable. 

So when we have qualitative inner episodes, they’re internal, intermediary models that 

closely represent the public object. Again, public language is needed to account for and 

categorize these sensorial qualities. So once the concepts are learned through overt 

language, people can begin to noninferentially report their subjective, internal states. Just 

as with the fictional community’s acquisition of thoughts, mastery of public language is 

what provides these concepts, which in turn allows for noninferential reporting of their 

subjective sensations.

Concluding Sellars’ ‘myth of Jones,’ the theory of mental episodes allows Sellars 

to maintain our privately accessible, subjective “inner episodes,” through inculcation and 

active participation in a linguistic/conceptual community. This account of conceptual
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acquisition, mirroring overt language, allows for the agent to report and know their 

private, inner episodes. So the ‘myth of Jones’ is supposed to suggest the resources 

available for reporting and knowing inner episodes are the same for describing public 

objects, namely overt language (which concepts are modeled from). This illustrates the 

conceptual connection between our privately inner episodes with public observables, 

through semantic modeling and conceptual acquisition. What this theory has done is flip 

the Cartesian picture of knowing the mental antecedent to the external. Rather, Sellars’ 

theory suggests that to know our inner episodes, requires antecedent, acquisition of the 

public domain of language and concepts. In this inversion of the Cartesian picture, an 

agent must be able to speak of “green objects,” before reporting “green sensations,” 

which entails an agents’ acquisition and command of public language, before he has the 

ability to report or have knowledge, of private thoughts or sensations. Since overt 

language is being used to characterize the nature of thinking and sensations, Sellars posits 

the semantics of language is used to distinguish both, thoughts and sensations, which 

suggests vocabulary plays an important functional (semantic) role to reason. In some 

Sellarsian sense, we cannot think if we cannot use language, suggesting the intentionality 

of language is the fundamental appeals to the intentionality of thought and concepts. 

Phil-Sci Exegesis of EPM: Epistemic Emergence Via a Holistic Inculcation

What is emergence in the philosophy of mind and science? In the philosophy of 

science, there is a concept of holistic emergence, from which an effect or property arises 

from some arrangement of its base components. A useful analogy is that wetness of water 

is an emergent property of the synergy of oxygen and hydrogen molecules, since from 

isolated knowledge of the molecules the prediction of the emergent property of wetness is 

unpredictable. Following this emergentist line of reasoning, how we come to have 

representations can be considered an emergent ability or cognitive novelty of the right 

relationship between conceptual acquisition and sensorial experiences. Emergence 

suggests something, more complex or novel arises from its base constituents and this 

emergentist notion is of something greater than the sum of its parts. Further, I think of
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emergence tout court, as a hybrid epistemic/metaphysical concept. B emerges from A, 

roughly speaking, when (I) the A facts give rise to the B facts and (ii) it’s not easy to see 

how the A facts give rise to the B facts. Part (i) is the metaphysics. Part (ii) is the 

epistemology. In philosophy of mind and metaphysics, emergence is thought to be a new 

or novel property of a complex system.

Since representations are clearly distinct from impressions and we’re not innately 

born with conceptual or empirical knowledge, they seem to be an emergent cognitive 

ability that arises from certain relations and/or iterations between, conceptual acquisition 

and sense experiences. So to be able to conceptually categorize and say, “this is X,” the 

ability to represent requires acquiring batteries of concepts, in reliable relation, to specific 

impression of external objects and to have normative reasons that justify your report. 

Thus, to say that something is “red” requires acquiring the concept of colors, specifically 

the concept red and the concept of standard/unstandard conditions, through habitually 

being in the presence of red objects, while hearing the word “red,” which is conceptual 

acquisition through linguistic/semantic inculcation. The normativity of concepts and 

language is what makes representations determinate and allows their epistemic reports to 

be justifiable and placed in the space of reasons. So knowledge requires understanding 

normative discourse. Representations then arise out of the holistic relation and iteration 

between sense experiences, language, and conceptual acquisition, which requires, the 

agent, to understand the reliability of their reports. This sensitivity to norms and active 

rule following requires ascension to the normative level from the non-agential 

reporting/indicating level.

Representations require the conceptual acquisition and application, of batteries of 

concepts, which navigates norms and conditions, to actively know something as being a 

reliable indicator of X, to say, “F is X.” Habitual inculcation into a linguistic community 

is how we first gained concepts (via semantic modeling) and conceptual acquisition is 

necessary for our ability to conceptually represent. So language is needed for its semantic 

modeling of concepts and concepts need to be sufficiently acquired (in batteries), to be
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able to conceptually represent something, as such, which is all foundationally grounded 

by our impressions. Thus, language, conceptual acquisition and impression all have a 

holistic and necessary interplay, as our complex microstructure, which when actively 

realized and agentially orchestrated to a unifying goal, emerges our ability to have 

conceptual representations and to possess empirical knowledge.

Weak and Strong Emergentist Distinctions

Weak emergentism describes an emergent process that given enough information 

can theoretically be simulated by a computer. Central to weak emergence is complexity, 

non-linearity and functional organization amongst its base constituent parts and the 

novelty. In weak emergence, novel properties may emerge, within a system that couldn’t 

have been predicted a priori. However, it is possible, in principle and only amenable in 

simulation, to derive the novelty from facts and patterns of the underlying component 

parts, even if in practice, this is not computationally viable. Strong emergence is when 

something totally new emerges from underlying processes and what you find especially, 

as the cause of consciousness. In David Chalmers’ essay “Strong and Weak Emergence” 

he characterizes a new phenomena as “strongly emergent” if  the novel properties are non- 

deducible “from truths in the lower-level domain.” (pp.l) Distinct from this kind, 

Chalmers characterizes new phenomena as weakly emergence, from its lower-level 

properties, when “The high-level phenomenon arises from the low-level domain, but 

truths concerning that phenomenon are unexpected given the principles governing the 

low-level domain.” (pg.l). The strong and weak distinction then depends on why it isn’t 

easy to see the connections. If it’s because you need additional laws and ontology, then 

you have a case of strong emergence. If you don’t, and it’s hard only because you need to 

do hard calculations and/or make large conceptual leaps to see how one emerges from the 

other, then it’s weak emergence. So sometimes people will say that strong emergence is a 

metaphysical notion, and weak emergence an epistemic notion. Better to say that strong 

emergence commits one to additional ontology, above and beyond what is provided by 

the base, whereas weak emergence does not. The connection I want to make is that
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Sellars’ epistemology and theory of mind, is a holistic affair, where representational 

ability and empirical knowledge, emerges from its lower-level constituents, that in some 

ways, can be interpreted as weakly emergent.

Epistemological VS. Ontological Emergence

Epistemological emergence is the idea that some systems cannot be described as a 

matter of practice, in terms of their component units because of the limits of our 

knowledge; that is, our inability to obtain all the relevant information to describe and 

predict a system. Ontological emergence concerns features of the world that are not 

reducible to fundamental entities. 4 things characterize ontological emergence: 1) It arises 

from the original, lower-level entities, 2) is novel, 3) is autonomous and 4) involves some 

elements of holism. Some philosophers (like Chalmers) take consciousness to be the only 

form of ontological- strong emergence. If Sellars’ account is to be assumed as weakly 

emergent, then it must be a case of epistemological emergence because the ability to 

conceptually represent is unpredictable, from understanding the lower level properties 

(i.e. analyzing non-conceptual representations). So it seems the novelty of conceptual 

representations and empirical knowledge is unexpected, since as humans, we are not able 

to tract the equilibrium state of all the lower level properties or know at what iteration the 

novel property emerges, which is why in principle it’s derivable, yet in practice 

intractable. Since representations are a variant of epistemological emergence, it cannot be 

a case of strong emergence, as this requires more ontological needs (principles, laws, 

ect.) of the higher level.

A Connection Between Sellars’ Epistemology and Phil-Sci Emergence

Emergent properties have generally been characterized by 2 distinction: 1) they’re 

generated from their underlying processes, which also constitutes them and 2) once 

generated, are somehow novel from there underlying processes. Since weak emergence is 

characterized by the higher-level novelty’s unpredictability, it’s an epistemological 

notion. So Sellars’ theory of mind can be though of as a non-linear epistemological 

process of how our cognitive ability, to conceptually represent and possess empirical
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knowledge, emerges through the relationship between conceptual acquisition and sense 

experiences. Weak emergence is consistent with reductionism, since mental phenomenal 

might be non-linear, yet still explicable and in principle, deducible to patterns of its lower 

level constituents. Chalmers states, “It often happens that a high-level phenomenon is 

unexpected, given principles of a low-level domain, but is nevertheless deducible in 

principle from truths concerning that domain.” Ultimately, the macro-level novelty, is an 

unexpected result of the microstructures relations, however, in principle, it’s deducible 

(in simulation) to understanding the rule governing patterns and facts of the micro-level.

Sellars’ holistic epistemology requires a union of the lower level parts for the 

emergence of novel representational abilities at some iteration of the microstructure’s 

development or progress. Thus, the novel property is dependent on the lower level 

properties, for their production. So sensory experiences and conceptual acquisition are 

necessary for empirical knowledge, in Sellars’ epistemology and once we gain our novel 

representational abilities, they take on a non-linear, yet reducible/extricable, form of 

weak emergence. Mark Bedau defines weak emergence in the following way, “Assume 

that P is a nominally emergent property possessed by some locally reducible system S. 

Then P is weakly emergent iff P is derivable from all of S’s micro facts but only by 

simulation.’ (Bedau (2003) Applying Bedau’s account this to Sellars, while cognitive 

abilities, as novel (emergent higher-level) properties, are unpredictably distinct from the 

base level patterns of linguistic semantics, conceptual acquisition, and sensory 

experiences, the higher-level phenomena is derivable from the right arrangement of the 

lower-level properties in simulation, which Sellars’ ‘myth of Jones’ can be considered a 

theoretic simulation, along the lines of a anthropologic thought experiment.

Emergence is the relationship between novel properties and the properties from 

which it arises. So there is a specific arrangement, relation or iteration amongst the lower 

level parts that causes this novel property to emerge. In Sellars’ phenomenological 

account, we start as “natural” or non-cognitive beings and through the inextricable 

inculcation of language and concepts, in relation to the sensations that physically connect
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us to the external world, we transition to rational beings that are capable of knowledge. 

The emergent mental property (knowledge, representations, perceptual awareness) only 

arises through precursory inculcation of language and concepts, in relation to their 

specific sensorial experiences. What this suggests is that you need all three lower level 

properties (sensations, concepts and language) to be inextricably inculcated in an agent, 

which develops a conceptual framework for conceptual representations to emerge as a 

novel phenomenon. I argue there is strong possibility for representational abilities to 

emerge from human’s habitual interactions with physical and social environments. This 

interaction with the public realm (overt lang.) furnishes agents with the lower-level 

constituents (impressions, normative concepts and semantics), which, once holistically 

acquired and added to our repertoire of applicable concepts, this inculcation leads to 

conceptual mastery and the emergence of the cognitive ability to conceptually represent 

and possess knowledge of something, as X.

Representations can be considered distinct from its’ lower level properties 

because none of its’ lower level parts’ functions, solely lead to, constitute or furnishes, 

representational knowledge “of X.” So understanding the nature of language, isolated 

from the nature of sensations or concepts, cannot bear anything propositional or 

epistemic. So it must be a holistic, yet gradual process of linguistic and conceptual 

inculcation and mastery that manifests our cognitive abilities for normative conceptual 

representations, tantamount to perceptual knowledge for Sellars. The relation between the 

lower-level parts and Sellars’ novelty necessitates an agent obtaining all the lower level 

parts holistically, which is impressions, batteries of concepts and language, before our 

cognitive ability for conceptual representations emerges.

Similarities to Weak Emergence

There are ways I take Sellars’ theory of mind and epistemology to constitute weak 

emergence and there are portions of his philosophy, within the EPM that don’t 

comfortable situate within the tenets of emergentism. Here is what I take to be explicitly 

(weakly) emergent within Sellars account: The specific arrangement of conceptual
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acquisition and application, modeled from overt language’s semantics, grounded by 

certain sensory experiences allows for mental abilities (knowledge) to arise in Sellars’ 

account. I take this to be weak emergence because through a holistic inculcation process, 

of the base-constituents unto our cognitive frameworks, gives rise to the novel 

phenomena of conceptual/perceptual knowledge that’s unpredictable, since the patterns 

of the mental are non-linear to the patterns of its base constituents. Since concepts are 

modeled from the semantics of overt language, in Sellars’ account, they have a very 

similar structure and functional role, to either express or generalize experiences.

However, since our perceptual experiences are affected by the concepts and diction we 

master, there is this interwoven and necessary connection between the lower-level parts 

functional roles and our acquisition and mastery of them that gives rise to this conscious 

awareness, agential conceptualization, representational ability, and thus, knowledge.

While Sellars maintains conceptual representations do not reduce to any natural 

phenomena, he does suggest sensations play a imperative, foundational role in grounding 

us the external and needed in observational knowledge, and knowledge in general. So 

while sensations are considered natural phenomena, they’re epistemically inert by 

themselves and needs to be tied to concepts and semantics to be considered a knowing, 

which is why Sellars’ epistemology doesn’t reduce to solely natural phenomena. 

However, concepts and linguistic semantics are considered relational, theoretic or 

functional/operational entities, since that’s how they are defined. When we collectively 

consider the micro-level of Sellars’ epistemology, are primarily theoretic constituents, we 

see that our ability to conceptually represent is not reduced to mere natural phenomena 

alone and could preserve Sellars thesis about the irreducibility of representations. So 

what emerges within Sellars’ account, is not an ontological category of novelty, but an 

epistemic variant of weak emergence, due to the conceptual leaps needed to understand 

the bootstrapping between the lower levels and at what iteration we ascend to the 

authoritative and normative level of being fully-fledged knower’s.
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In weak emergence, an emergent property is a novel systemic phenomenon or 

novelty of a complex system that none of the base constituents possess alone. So if we 

take Sellars’ account of conceptual representations, to be weak emergence through a 

complex system of parts, the novelty (knowledge of X) is unexpected, due to the 

intractability of the minute interactions of the base-level parts. However in principle, 

explicable to the specific (and necessary), interaction or iterations, of the base 

components. Classic examples of weak emergence are traffic jams, ant’s marching 

patterns, flocking patterns in birds, and cellular automata. The reason weak emergence is 

assumedly deducible, yet unexpected or unpredicted, is because knowing the minute 

details of a constituent parts’ interactions, the external affecting conditions, their 

equilibrium state and what specific iteration produces the novel phenomena, proves 

epistemically and reductively intractable, yet still derivable in theory/simulation. The 

crucial reason Sellars’ representations has to be considered weakly emergent is that it 

cannot be deemed strong emergence, due to the further ontological needs and costs 

involved (ontological laws and principles), which supports the assumption that it has to 

be a weak variety of emergence. Since strong emergence characterizes a macro property 

with its own causal powers, distinct from the causal power at the micro-level, it suggests 

a necessary downward causation and implies Sellars’ representations would have to be a 

weak variant of emergence, without the additional ontology. The unpredictability of the 

novelty and further ontology of strong emergentism is what makes representations, 

assumedly* a weakly emergent systemic ability, of a microstructure of parts.

Taking Sellars’ ability to have representations, as a weakly emergent property of a 

complex system, this would not support a notion of downward causation. So 

representations can be explained by the rules and patterns of its micro parts if we 

possessed the epistemic ability to fully understand all the relationships and processes of 

the micro-level. John Searle who believes the causal relations of the system’s parts can 

explain higher-level systemic features supports this weak emergentist position (1992) 

Further, representational knowledge as weakly emergent, then it doesn’t suggest
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downward causal power from the macro-level among the micro-level. Thus, 

representations have no emergent causal laws that downwardly affect its’ base 

constituents,’ nature or patterns, at the micro level because the macro level is explicable 

to a specific arrangement, relationship and iteration of the micro-level of parts. Taking 

Sellars’ account to be weakly emergent, it is because the higher-level cognitive novelty 

emerges, from the habitual union and gradual acquisition, mastery and application of 

these lower level parts. Since our ability to be linguistically and conceptually inculcated 

is a complex enterprise in itself, the emergence of representational abilities can seem non

linear. However, even if our emergent ability seems extremely difficult to trace back to 

the lower level properties, in principle, it’s explicable to the interaction of conceptual 

acquisition and sense experiences. So another way of explaining (weak) emergence is to 

suggest representational abilities are derivative of its base constituents. Thus, emergence 

of our ability for representations, is holistically couched in the acquisition and 

understanding of its constituent parts together, since understanding the constituents’ 

nature, pattern and facts, in a isolated fashion, bears little deducibility, as to what emerges 

when the constituents are holistically combined.

Diachronic & Synchronic Emergence in Sellars’ EPM

Ultimately, what is emergent in Sellars’ phenomenology? I posit knowledge, 

conceptual and propositional content; namely, conceptual representations, as emergent, 

systemic novelty of a complex system. But how does Sellars philosophy suggest that this 

is acquired? In the anthropologic ‘myth of Jones,’ Sellars offers, what Phil-Sci would 

consider a diachronic view accounting how there can be any relational interplay between 

the lower-level parts. In a diachronic system, the sensorial experiences would causally 

affect our semantic modeling, of overt-language, which would in turn affect our 

conceptual undertaking. So this is a diachronic view because it is a historical and 

anthropologic background to how we acquire the relational abilities between our lower- 

level constituents. Diachronic is distinct from synchronic emergence, and Sellars offers 

the diachronic account in the ‘myth of Jones’ to suggest the historical and developmental
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interplay between, sense experiences, overt language modeling, and conceptualization.

So in a diachronic model, developmental^, we have this bootstrapping process overtime 

that developmentally, the way we interpret our experiences influences what experiences 

we have in the future. In a diachronic process, it shows the anthropomorphic history of 

how we came to have such relations, in which Sellars is illustrating how overt language 

was needed to model our concepts and how initially there is a relationship between all 

three (sense contents, concepts and overt language). So the diachronic emergence, in 

Sellars’ anthropologic account of Jones, is the emergent conceptual abilities (i.e. 

representations; knowledge of X) of man along our evolution. So diachronic emergence 

deals with emergence over a stretch of time, whereas synchronic emergence is interested 

in the emergence at a given time.

Diachronic emergence is historical and developmental emergence over a time 

evolution, whereas synchronic emergence is 2 available levels of a system (higher and 

lower) at a single given time. Diachronic emergentism is tied to weak emergentism 

primarily due to the focus on emergence, as novel and unpredictable, from their lower- 

level parts. Conversely, synchronic emergentism has been considered a stronger variant 

of emergence, due to the irreducibility of the macro-level property from the micro-level 

parts. Since the property cannot be explained reductively, it becomes a stronger case of 

emergence. I see Sellars’ myth of Jones as a case of diachronic emergence, since it 

suggests how we acquired novel conceptual abilities gradually over time from the 

relations of overt language, conceptual acquisition and impressions. The diachronic novel 

property can be considered unpredictable given the patterns, and facts of the lower level 

constituents.

Cutting to the heart of the myth of the given, is this idea that we arrive at 

knowledge without any conceptual work at all. However, Sellars wants to suggest that to 

know something at all, first a tremendous amount of cognitive work needs to be involved. 

So in his anthropomorphic account of Jones, we have sense experiences, which allow us 

to experience overt language, from which we model and acquire our concepts, which
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those concepts then influence, our next round of experiences. The diachronic process of 

emergence is Sellars explanation of how we gain cognitive abilities, like concepts and 

knowledge of the external world and ourselves, historically. I believe Sellars offers the 

diachronic account in the ‘myth of Jones to anthropomorphically characterize how we 

came to acquire concepts from overt language. In the diachronic process, overt-language 

semantically models concepts, in which our concepts affect how we perceive. Practically 

speaking, since (overtime) the emergent property (conceptual representations) could not 

be predicted, despite a complete and thorough understanding of the lower-level parts, is 

what makes our abilities to conceptually represent, in Sellars’ EPM, weak diachronically 

emergent properties.

Conclusion: Sellars Representations as Diachronic Weak Emergence

I posit that what is emergent in Sellars’ phenomenology is knowledge, conceptual 

representations and our propositional beliefs, which is a weakly emergent claim, since its 

unpredictable from the lower-level parts and ontologically insufficient to be considered 

strongly emergent. Considering knowledge (representations) as weakly emergent, with 

the right amount of understanding of the lower-level relations, between the semantics, 

concepts and sense experiences, the higher-level phenomena could in principle be 

simulated, however we lack the epistemic capacities to predict the emergent phenomena. 

In some sense, Sellars’ account is not strictly, anti or pro foundationalism because it 

requires a holistic interplay amongst lower-levels (some of which Sellars thinks 

foundational ((i.e. impressions)) and some he takes to be normative ((i.e. concepts)) to 

possess representational knowledge. So while a foundationalist would contend that the 

sensations are the basis for further inferential knowledge, Sellars on the other hand says 

you need both, sensations and concepts, since they’re both on the same equal level, as far 

as the basis and necessity for knowledge.

I take Sellars’ conceptual representations to be a diachronically weak emergent 

novelty, of a complex system’s microstructure, in which empirical knowledge and our 

ability to conceptually represent emerges from the nature and relations, of the lower level
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constituents, being linguistically and conceptually inculcated into our cognitive 

frameworks over time. Since we lack the cognitive and computational ability to 

understand all the lower-level part’s holistic relations, it’s our own epistemic inability 

that makes the higher-level emergence unpredictable. Diachronic emergence is tied to 

weak emergence due to the unpredictability of the novelty. Conceptual representations 

and knowledge, in Sellars’ account, would emerge out of a prior existent microstructure 

of parts (i.e. concepts and sense experiences) and not exist simultaneously in time within 

those parts, which excludes strong, synchronic emergence as an option. Through a 

gradual (linguistic/conceptual) inculcation process, our knowledge and ability to 

conceptually represent is the weakly emergent result of the holistic relations of the lower- 

level constituents (i.e. conceptual acquisition and sense experiences). Further, since there 

is no apparent ontological necessity between the higher-level representations from its 

necessary constituent parts, it aligns more with novelty as being weakly emergent. 

Ultimately, what makes conceptual representations weak diachronic emergence is the 

unpredictability of the higher-level emergent properties from the facts, past states and 

patterns of the system’s microstructure. Since representations emerge from a specific and 

unknown arrangement/iteration, of the lower level parts, representations are 

unpredictable and thus, a weak emergent property, due to our epistemic limitations.

Given the fictitious, yet plausible evolutionary story Sellars tells of how we gain concepts 

and knowledge, this seems to suggest a diachronic weak variant of emergence for 

representations. When we ascend past being a reliable reporter and indicator to the level 

of being a normative, fully-fledged knower (2nd hurdle in Sellars’ epistemology), this 

ascension can be considered emerging from a pre-conceptual state to a states with 

conceptual abilities to represent and have normative empirical knowledge of something 

as X. Interpreting Sellars’ representations, as an emergent ability, it would have to be 

primarily characterized as weakly emergent, due to the unpredictability of the novelty 

from the facts of the lower level parts and for lack the further ontology between the 

higher and lower levels.
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While not every aspect of Sellars’ conceptual representations can be neatly 

accounted for using the weak diachronic model of emergence, such as the reducibility 

(dependence) of the novel properties to the system of lower-lever constituents, it 

primarily accounts for the unpredictability of the novelty and suggests its epistemological 

(weak), rather than ontological, type. Since weak emergence describes novelty arising 

unpredictably, out of micro-level parts, it cannot be known a priori, but amenable through 

simulation. Since a complete understanding of the patterns and facts of the system’s 

constituent parts (i.e. concepts, linguistic semantics and sensations), both isolated and 

collectively, bears no predictability of the emergent higher level novelty (ability to know

X), yet still explicable to the lower-levels, it suggests the novelty is weakly emergent. 

However given the right computational abilities or simulation, the higher-level novelty 

(i.e. representations) could be theoretically derivable (deducible) to the microstructure’s 

parts, their arrangement and interactions. Ultimately, knowledge and our ability to 

conceptually represent arises out of a gradual and holistic inculcation process of its lower 

level parts, which can be considered weakly diachronic because the emergent novelty 

arises over time and is unexpected, given the patterns and facts of the lower-level parts. 

Lastly, if knowledge and our “representational” abilities, in Sellars EPM, are to be 

considered emergent at all, it necessitates the weak emergent variety, due to the further 

ontological needs/costs (further laws and principles), which is only found in strong cases 

of emergence.
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