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I must never presume to opine, without knawmg at lea;t mg_ Ll S
_thing by means of which the judgment, in itself merely ’proble—,

‘matic, secures connection with truth, a connection which, although

ot complete, is yet more than arbitrary fiction.. ‘Moreover, the -
law of such a connection must be certain. For if, in respect of .

this law also, I have nothing but opmlon, it is all merely a play
of the imagination, without the least reianon to truth.

—Immanuel Kant, Cr;nque of Pure Reason




Preface

In this book I offer a systematic investigation of one central epistemo-
logical problem, perhaps the most central of all. The problem in question
concerns the overall justificatory structure of empirical knowledge. f
what justifies an empirical belief in the sense of providing a reason for
thinking that it is true is inference from some epistemically prior empirical
belief which must itself be justified before it can serve as a justificatory
premise, and if what justifies this second belief is yet a further empirical
belief requiring justification in the same way, and so on, then empirical
knowledge is threatened with an infinite and seemingly vicious regress
of justifying beliefs. Since the justification of each belief in the sequence
depends on that of the prior beliefs in the sequence, it becomes difficult
to see how justification ever gets started, and the threatened outcome is
the skeptical conclusion that there is no empirical knowledge, indeed that
no one ultimately has any reason for thinking that any empirical belief
1s true.

The standard solution to this problem historically has been foun-
dationalism: in first approximation, the view that certain empirical beliefs
are justified in a way which somehow does not depend on inference from
further empirical beliefs, thus bringing the regress to a halt. The problem,
of course, has always been to understand how such a sleight of hand is
possible, how the foundational beliefs are themselves supposed to be
justified once inference from any further empirical belief is precluded. In
Part I, I offer a detailed analysis and critique of the main varieties of
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Preface

empirical foundationalism, which purports to show in a reasonably con-
clusive way that no account of the supposed foundational beliefs is finally
tenable, and thus that foundationalism, despite its hlstonchl-thegemony,
is fundamentally a dead end.

From a dialectical standpoint the obvious and perhaps énly non-
skeptical alternative to foundationalism is coberentism: the vnevAva‘t;l:;
regress of empirical justification, rather than proceeding infinitely, mowes,
in a closed curve of some sort and that justification which takes this form S
is at least sometimes rationally cogent, rather than being vitiated by
arcularity (as it might well seem to be). But whereas foundationalism is
an extremely specific and well-dgveloped (albeit ramified) position, it is
-very doubtful, despite the casual impression to the contrary given by
huch recent cplstemolog;cal hterdm, that coherentism is a definite po-
sition at all—as opposed to a ical pigeonhole which a position
might occupy. There is admmcdly a rather fuzzy“historical tradition,
perhaps best crystallized in Blanshard (1939); and a small number. of
recent books and articles, perfaps most notably Rescher (1973a) and
Lehrer (197 §), can be viewed as developmg broadly coherentist posmpns
But it is far from obvious what these yarious views have in common or,
a more crucial point, how they.can. rtSpond to. certain obvious and ex-
tremely serious problems which any coherentist posmon must face, es-

pecially that of why a coherentist justification, evex'if not viciously circular,
" should be seen as providing reasons for thinking that the beliefs thus
 justified are #rue. The aim of Part Il of this book is thus primarily to
explore the main elements and basic shape of a coherentist position which
purports. to offer a nonskeptical account of empirical knowledge, and
only secondarily to defend the still fairly tentative position which results.
In particular, while it seems reasonably clear that a coherentist position
must, take the general form indicated below, there has been too little
discussion of such views to make it possible to be very confident that
. there are not other coherentist alternatives yet to be discovered.

In preparing the present work, I have made use of previously pub-
lished material,-as follows: Part I occasionally includes brief passages
from “Can Empmcal Knowledge Have a Foundation?” American Phil-
osophical Quarterly 15 (1978):1>13; and Part II similarly incorporates
. brief passages from “The Coherence Theory of Empirical Knowledge,”
_ Philosophical Studies 30 (1976):281-312 (copyright 1976 by D. Reidel
' -Publishing Company, Dordrecht, Holland). A preliminary version of
~ Chapter 4 was published as “Externalist Theories of Empirical Knowl-
‘ »'edge ” Midwest Studies in Pldlosophy s (1980): §3~73, and the present
version is subatannally based on that article: Finally, secnon B.4 of Ap-
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D. Reu:lcl 1979, © 1973;by D. Rendef Pubhshmg ompany) Ithank a!l
of the publxshers and e&ttors in quesnon for pcumssnon to make use of
this matenal 5

thus have the cbmbmed duty and plea;ure of tl};hkihg_thosc .h' .
oomnmts, criticisms, su‘fg‘gmmns, and general encouragen have helped
i ; alos : chare ‘_O&’y'Gl“ﬁ’t ‘_‘a“: ;A

Robere Aud, Marc Gohen, Qhanes Mar
merous to list at Stony ani"-'rg

2 / Uniyersity
of Nebraska in 1983; Iam grateful to alfof the pamapams in the useful
discussion’ whlch resulted, and esPectally to Carol Caraway for making
available to me her accurate and copious notes on what was said. I also
benefited very much from the extensive comments and suggestions con-
cerning the final manuscript which were offered by two anonymous re-
viéwers fOr Harvard Umversnty Pregs. In addition, I am very grateful to
Marsha Qumn, for help in readmg the proofs; and to Jennifer Higgins
and Shelley Crocker, for constructing the index.

There remain three debts of a rather different sort to acknowledge,
two philosophical and one pemnal First, I have come over the years to
realizé how«decply and profoundly my conception of what philosophy
is all about,wasfsh, by y,,;undergraduate teacher ar Macalester

- s Fhomas' E.Hilf, Sr.; 1'only hope that he will find the results
wh: b $econd,’,aé mll be. ojwmus to many readers, my conception
of the' ‘miin issties, ' scusslqn here was strongly influeniced by the
difficult but philg 'soﬁbiqmﬁynoumh writings of Wilfrid Sellars; though
- it has never. beqn m} ood fortune o have Sellars as a teacher in the
ordmary sense, I havg-, nonétheless learned more from him than from
anyone else, Fma]ly, 1 owe far moré than'l am' able to express here to
my ‘wife, Barbaxa in; addmon to hel, gggg \mth the typing and proofread-
ing, she. maniaged to remain (mostly) eerful ify the face of the occasional
moods of frustration and depression ‘occasioned by my. grapplings with -
the issues of this book, and was an ‘unending source of encouragement
and sustenance. It is to her that the book is dedicated. o
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1 Knowledge and
Justification

This book is an investigation of one central problem which arises in the
attempt to give a philosophical account of empirical knowledge. That
specific problem will be introduced in Chapter 2. But before doing so, it
is necessary to delineate and clarify the quite traditional conception of
knowledge which will be assumed here and consider in some detail just
what a satisfactory philosophical «ggtount of knowledge, especially
knowledge of the empirical variety, would have to involve.

¥

1.1 The traditional concc;ﬁtion of knowledge

As is notorious, the words “know” and “knowledge” have a wide va-
riety of uses which fall under no very neat or obvious taxonomy. My
primary concern here, however, like that of most of the philosophical
tradition, is propositional knowledge: the knowledge that something is
the case, that a certain proposition is true. What is it for someone to
‘know something in this philosophically central sense? What conditions
must be satisfied in order for a cognitive state to constitute a genuine
instance of propositional knowledge? Despite a great deal of recent chal- :
lenge and controversy, the following quite venerable answer to these
questions is, I believe, at least approximately correct. For a person A to

[
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A Critique of Empiricai Foundationalism

know that P, where P is some propositions, three conditions must be
satisfied: - _ i :

(x) A must believe cor;ﬁdently that P,
(2) P must be true, and ) :
(

3) A’s belief that P must be adequately justified.

Though the general intent of this explication of the concept of knowledge
is no doubt quite familiar, it may be useful to offer a brief elaboration
of the three conditions in relation to a specific example. Suppose then °
that I am said to know that the tree outside my windowis a Douglas
fir. What must be the case, according to the explication of knowledge
just given, in order for this ascription of knowledge to be correct? -

First, I must confidently believe that the tree outside my window
is a Douglas fir, must accept the proposition in question without any
serious doubts or reservations. Subjective certainty is probably too strong
a requirement, but the cognitive attitude in question must be considerably
more than a casual opinion; I must be thoroughly convinced that the
tree is a Douglas fir. : 3

Second, it must be true, in fact or in reality, that the tree outside
my window is a Douglas fir. By putting the matter in this way, I mean
to suggest quite deliberately the classical realist account of truth as a
relation of correspondence or agreement or accordance between belief
and wor'd: the propositional content of my subjective state of mind
describes or specifies the world in a certain way; and for this description
or specification to be true is for the world as it is in itself, independent-
of my cognitive or conceptualizing activity (except insofar as that activity
is itself part of what I am thinking about), to fit that description or
specification. Such a view of truth is largely taken for granted by most
of the philosophical tradition and by common sense. Problems can be
raised about it, and some of these will be considered later (in section
8.2). But, for reasons which will emerge, I regard the realist conception
of truth as indispensable to the very enterprise of critical epistemology
and so will simply assume for the time being that such a conception can
be adequately explicated and defended. ~

Third, I must be adequately justified in believing that the tree outside
my window is a Douglas fir. Part of what this means is reasonably
obvious, at least in broad outline. My belief, if it is to be justified, cannot
be a mere guess or hunch or arbitrary -onviction. It cannot be merely a
product of wishful thinking or something I read on the slip from'a fortune
cookie. Instead, there must be some sort of reasonably cogent reason or
ground or warrant for my belief that the tree is a Douglas fir. But what



Knowledge and Justification
exactly such a reason must involve will require further consideration
later.

There are many important philosophical issues which have been
raised about this general conception of knowledge and about the specific
ingredients it involves. There are the issues arising out of Gettier’s prob-
lem, which has usually been taken to show either that the three standard
conditions for knowledge require supplementation by a fourth or else,
more radically, that the standard conception is irremediably defective.!
One important further result of the Gettier-initiated discussion has been
the realization that attributions of knowledge, and perhaps also of jus-
tification, which would be quite beyond reproach if other things were
equal may be defeasible if they are not; and the nature and range of
possible defeating circamstances has been the subject of vigorous dis-
cussion.” In addition, there are difficult problems concerning the concept
of belief, especially pertaining to the idea that it is propositions which
are the objects or contents of belicfs.* And there are also serious difficulties
which arise from the assumption made here that the degree of justification
required for knowledge falls short of certainty.* All of these issues will
be ignored in the present discussion, however, partly because their exact
bearing on the issues which will be discussed is obscure, at least to me,
but mainly because there is quite enough to do without them.

There is, however, a further and ratherless frequently noticed ques-
tion regarding the standard conception of knowledge which leads into
the very heart of the theory of knowledge and of the issues to be con-
sidered here: what sort of justification is required for knowledge? The
obvious and merely verbal answer is: epistemic justification, that is, the
sort of justification pertaining to and appropriate to knowledge. But what
sort of justification is that, and how does it differ from other species of
justification? : :

1.2 The concept of epistemic justification

The concept of epistemic justification is clearly the central concept in the
whole theory of knowledge, and this book is largely devoted to exploring
in detail certain of its facets and ramifications. But my immediate task
is more modest and more basic: to consider how epistemic justification
differs from other species of justification and to explore in a very prelim-
inary way some of the problems raised by the concept thus arrived at.
The reason that the first issue requires discussion is that the concept

of justification is plainly a generic one—roughly that of a reason or



A Critique of Empirical Foundationalism 1

warrant of some kind meeting some appropriate standatd. There are
many specific varieties of justification actually in use and in principle as
many as anyone cares to conscruct. Thus oneimay justiff an action by
appeal to- moral standards; a business decision by appéal to business
standards; an interpretation of a religious text by appeaf to theological

standards; and so on. What is involved in each of thése examples is

plainly some species of jusfification, but the particuldt standards of

justification which are relevaht in each case are obviofisly very differ-

ent. Moreover, the choice of :s‘iandards, in the morevingeresting cases at
least, is not at all arbitrary. R

ther there is an undetlying rationale in- -

“

volved in each sort of case by reference to which the\:?ice of standards

is made and relative to which those standards mighit themselves be ap-
propriately justified or rationalized. The immediate problem is thus to
distinguish epistemic justification, the species of justification appropriate

or relevant to knowledge, from other actual and posgible species of jus-
. tification.

Now it might be thought that the solution to this;problem is obvious
and straightforward: epistemic justification is that'.'spip '
which is appropriate to beliefs or judgments, rather than to actions,
decisions, and so on. But this initially plausible sfx'g:stion is only partly

cies of justification

correct. It seems correct that only beliefs, or cognitive states resembling -

beliefs, are even candidates for epistemic justification. It may even be the
case, though this would be very hard to show, t}ra'yz;istemic justification
is the species of justification which is someho® most appropriate te
beliefs. But there are other species of justificatioh which also can apply

to beliefs, so that mere applicability to beliefs fnnot be the sole distin-

guishing characteristic of epistemic justification.

A pair of examples may help to illustrate tPis point. First, suppose
that I have a dear friend who has stood by me and supported me through
many trials and crises, often at considerable cogt to himself. Now this
friend stands accused of a horriblexcrime, everyghe else believes him to
be guilty, and there is substantial evidence for this conclusion. Suppose
too that I have no independent evidence concer g the matter and also
that my friend knows me well enough that an ‘indincere claim to believe
in his innocence will surely be detected. If in theseldifficult circumstances

- I can bring myself to believe in his mnnocence, it isfsurely plausible to say

that there is a sense in which I am justified in so believing; indeed such
a belief might well be regarded, as obligatory, Byt the justification in
question is plainly not epistemic jt stification, but er a kind of moral
justification: even if my friend is yn fact innocent, | byiously do not

know on this basis that he is infwecent, no matter .'ElO'W ‘compelling a -

reason of this sort I may have for n&y belief. .\ = =
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Knowledge and Justification

A different sort of justification for believing, still nonepistemic in
character, is illustrated by Pascal’s famous wager and by an analogous
example offered by William Jares. Pascal argues, roughly, that it is
rational to believe that God exists because, on the one hand, if God
exists, belief will be enormously rewarded and failare to believe horribly
punished; and, on the other hand, if God dogshot exist, tI\e consequences
of either believing or not believing will b¢ very minor by comparison.
James imagines a situation in which I must leap over a chasm to escape
from some danger: it is uncertain whether 1 can jump that far, but 1
know that T will make a better effort and thus have a better chance of
success if I believe that T can. In such a situation, he argues, 1 am jdafed
in believing that I can make the leap, eyen though Ihave nio real evid®nce
that this is so. The point here is that evén if these arguments are otherwise
acceptable (notoriously there are dificulties at least with Pascal’s), the
kind of justification which they provide for the beliefs in question is not
the right kind to satisfy the requirenient for knowledge—no matter how
strong it is in its own way and no pfatter whether the behefs in question
happen in fact to be true. It is what might be called prudential or prag-
matic justification, not epistemic justification. =

What then is the differentiatwhich distinguishes epistemic justifi-
cation, the species of justification Appropriate to knowledge, from these
other species of justification? The answer is to be found, I submit, by -
reflecting on the implicit fationie of the concept of knowledge itself.
What after all is the point of such a concept, and what role is epistemic
justification supposed to play in {t? Why should we, as cognitive beings,
care whether our beliefs are epistemically justified? Why is such justifi-
cation something to be sought and valued?

Once the question is posed in this way, the following answer seems
obviously correct, at léast in first approximation. What makes us cog-
nitive beings at all is our capacity for belief, and the goal of our distinc-
tively cognitive endeavors 1s truth. we want otr beliefs to correctly and
accurately depict the world ¥ truth were somehow immediately and
unproblematically accessible (as it is, on some accounts, for God) so that
one could in all cases opt simply to believe the truth, then the concept
of justification would be of litcle significance and would play no inde-
pendent role in cognition. But this epistemically ideal situation is quite
obviously not the one in which we find ourselves. We have no such
immediate and unproblematic access to truth, and it is for this reason
that justification comes into the picture. The basic rol& of justification is
that of a means to truth, a more directly attainable mediating link between
our subjective starting point and our objective goal. We cannot, in most
cases at least, bring it about directly that our beliefs are true, but we can



