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The theory-ladenness of perception argument is not an argument at all. It is two clus-
ters of arguments. The first cluster is empirical. These arguments typically begin with a
discussion of one or more of the following psychological phenomena: (a) the conceptual
penetrability of the visual system, (b) voluntary perceptual reversal of ambiguous fig-
ures, (c) adaptation to distorting lenses, or (d) expectation effects. From this evidence,
proponents of theory-ladenness typically conclude that perception is in some sense
“laden” with theory. The second cluster attempts to extract deep epistemological lessons
from this putative fact. Some philosophers conclude that science is not (in any tradition-
al sense) a rational activity (Feyerabend 1975); while others conclude that we must radi-
cally reconceptualize what scientific rationality involves (Kuhn 1970; Churchland 1979).

This paper has two aims: First, to propose a framework for understanding the em-
pirical cluster of theory-ladenness arguments; and second, to begin to assess them.
Once we clearly understand the structure of these arguments—where they begin and
what they must show—much conventional wisdom about the significance of the psy-
chological data turns out to be false. In particular, the arguments from voluntary per-
ceptual reversal, distorting lenses, and expectation effects often carry unexpected
lessons for the theory-ladenness issue. The fourth empirical theory-ladenness argu-
ment, the argument from conceptual penetration, raises so many difficult issues that it
cannot be adequately assessed here; however, the issues that need to be addressed in
order for the argument to be evaluated are set in sharp relief.

1. The structure of empirical theory-ladenness arguments

Empirical theory-ladenness arguments typically employ some psychological phe-
nomena to show that observations are in some sense “theory-laden.” But the claim
that observation or observation reports are “theory-laden” is ambiguous. On one read-
ing, it is trivial—it amounts to no more than that observations are inevitably made in
terms of some conceptual framework or other. On another interpretation, theory-
ladenness involves the less trivial claim that all observations are in principle defeasi-
ble since the conceptual apparatus they employ might turn out to be faulty. And pro-
ponents of the theory-ladenness of perception seem to want to mean something more
radical and epistemologically charged.
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