THE SERIOUS EMPIRICIST - excerpts
Sellars: “The essential point is that in characterizing an episode of 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 bring able to justify what one says”. That is what I have brutally cut to ‘data is not raw”. The converse ‘what is raw is not data’ apparently leaves our sensual input hanging free, unconnected to anything that can be called ‘knowledge’. He suggests that a connection can be made via our language-learning process and by something more radical - our reflexive capacity, our ability to know that we know, remember what we remember.
To be able to recognise similarities I must be able to distinguish differences (they are, precisely, the changes that are not similar). And to deal with them I have to remember them; because that is what changes become in memory - differences. So, my primary data is binary: similar or different. Similar equals no news; different equals news.
What, exactly, do we remember? At this stage of the enquiry there is no other way than introspection, I’m afraid, much as that method has been decried. It is not true to say that my memory is accessible only to me, because I can report bits of it. describe them, discuss them. If 1 want to investigate its capabilities 1 can look at psychological investigations that demonstrate its fallibility and fabulations. But if I need to explore its possibilities, then 1 have to remember my memories, re-experience my experiences.
So we add the magic ingredient of reflexivity, recognising our experience of experience, our introspection into introspection, and the process becomes a giddy spin, a multi-geared mechanism for generating systems of a complexity unknown elsewhere in nature. (It is possible that this is actually what we mean by consciousness.)
MODELS OF RECOMBINATION - DNA, binary code, language. 
NAMING
Positing the ‘existence’ of colours poses empirical, experimental and philosophical problems. But if our perceptions (ie our ideas about what is ‘out there’) are derived from differences and their absence (similarity), we can see colour as just one dimension of differences. I have not heard even the most persuaded denier of the ‘reality’ of colour, or upholder of the ‘reversed spectrum’ thesis, also deny any difference between colours. We do not have to ‘know’ a colour (if there is such a thing) but simply be able to distinguish it from its neighbours and relatives on dimensions of difference. Our naming of those differences is then arbitrary, we can divide by four - as in my printer’s ink cartridges - or the rainbow’s seven, or by the paint-chart’s 700. We can name by numbers or by evocation – ‘Dawn Blush’. Colour differences are empirical; colours are what we say they are.
LEARNING
Learning (which it is not unreasonable to see as part of the faculty of reason) is iterative and cyclic, it proceeds by eating its own tail, building on the lessons last learned, thus forming a virtuous spiral that, by circles, goes forward Imagine a factory that uses its own products as the raw material for new ones, and again and again: its only end-product is improvement. (One can see this difference as similar as that between deduction and induction: deductive logic can prove theorems because it is static; induction learns, builds on experience.) And because the circles can loop between perceived differences and differences between differences and similarities between similarities, and similarities between them, and the evidence of all the senses, and evidence from others, past and long past... because of all that hugely complex interrelating and intermeshing we are the learning animal par excellence.
THE ACTIVE EMPIRICIST
Actions demand the integration of several senses: sight, touch, sound, propriosensitive. Such integration needs the concept of object, whose paradigm form is the manipulable thing. Man manipulates and manages the world. The ‘man-’ prefix derives from manus, ‘hand’ and our hands have experiences too; or rather, we have experiences of what they do and feel and how this integrates with our other senses. Hands are active sensors, reaching out and taking apart and re-arranging bits of the world, just as our thinking does - perhaps our hands model our minds. Through them we experience the cause-effect relation intimately: we can hope, expect, anticipate what they will do and how the world will react. Our hands perceive at least as much as, perhaps more than, our eyes and ears.
OBJECTIVITY
All agree that our memories (and even our intuitions) can be unreliable, inevitably subjective. So the basic material of experience and the bedrock of empiricism is on shifting ground. The Selective Empiricist seeks support or confirmation (‘warranty’): she uses the tools of objectification. She collects the - formed and interrelated - experiences of others; she uses machines and lenses attested as reliable by others; she submits the coherence of her arguments - relations between relations - to others. In this process she feels a movement towards the comfort of certainty, from an individual belief to a collective one, solidified perhaps in texts (why else use quotes and references?). Certainty can be understood as a sense of direction, something towards which we try to move; it does not have to ‘exist’. The same goes for all Platonic ideal forms: they arc tools for learning. A tool is not ‘knowledge’.
But the gain in confidence is at the cost of a loss: the loss of original information, of the very experience it stems from. That loss can never be wholly recovered, for two reasons: 1. The process of codification, of forming and making understandable, degrades the information, strips it of unnecessary detail (a description of a horse does not include the smell and stamp). If all is recalled, it is useless, an unarticulated inchoate lump: (recall Sellars); 2. The process also distorts, in order to fit the available ready-made forms. There can be nothing entirely new and fresh about the consensus: how could we all agree about your dream, for example? Or your first love? We can’t go back to the site, repeat the experiment. Objectivising entails loss and distortion, each a form of the other. The ‘objective’, objectivity, is an ever-receding target, an ideal. Very useful, but only useful if we recognise it for what it is.
CONCLUSION
I have said that if we take empiricism seriously - the thesis that all our knowledge comes from experience - we need certain abilities; but not many. The incredibly complex job we do can be done with only a few:
1.
The senses, all five, working together, confirming each other’s intuitions.
2.
The ability to spot differences (and therefore similarities) and the differences and similarities between them, and between them.... and so, ad infinitum.
3.  Memory, and the ability to differentiate that in several ways.
4.  The concomitant ability to remember, or recognise, what we are doing - reflexivity.
5.  The ability to order differences and similarities and the relations between them, (and the similarities and differences between them) so forming models and forms susceptible to mental manipulation
