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  FOUNDATIONALISM VERSUS COHERENTISM A Dichotomy Disclaimed
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    One seems forced to choose between the picture of an elephant which rests on a tortoise (What supports the tortoise?) and the picture of a great Hegelian serpent of knowledge with its tail in its mouth (Where does it begin?). Neither will do.


  Sellars ‘Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind’1




  Once upon a time—not so long ago, in fact—the legitimacy of epistemology was undisputed, the importance to epistemology of such concepts as evidence, reasons, warrant, justification was taken for granted, and the question of the relative merits of foundationalist and coherentist theories of justification was acknowledged as an important issue. Now, however, it seems that disenchantment reigns. The most disenchanted insist that the problems of epistemology are misconceived and should be abandoned altogether, or else that they should be replaced by natural-scientific questions about human cognition. The somewhat disen-chanted, though still willing to engage in epistemology, want to shift the focus away from the concepts of evidence or justification and onto some fresher concept: epistemic virtue, perhaps, or information. Even those who still acknowledge that the concepts of evidence and justification are too central to be ignored are mostly disenchanted enough to want to shift the focus away from the issues of foundationalism versus coherentism and onto some fresher dimension: deontologism versus consequentialism, perhaps, or explanationism versus reliabilism. A great clamour of disenchantment fills the air, to the effect that the old epistemological pastures are exhausted and that we must move on to fresher fields.


  I disagree.


  A full explanation of the now-fashionable disenchantment would no doubt be quite complex, and would require appeal to factors external to the philosophical arguments, as well as to those arguments themselves. I don’t think it is unduly cynical to speculate that part of the explanation of the urge to move away from familiar epistemological issues towards questions more amenable to resolution by cognitive psychology or neurophysiology or AI, for example, lies in the prestige those disciplines now enjoy. But part of the explanation, and the part which concerns me here, lies in a widely-held conviction that the familiar epistemological issues have proved to be hopelessly recalcitrant, and, most particularly, that neither foundationalism nor coherentism will do.


  I agree that neither foundationalism nor coherentism will do. Obviously, however, no radical conclusion follows about the bona fides of the concept of justification, let alone about the legitimacy of epistemology, unless foundationalism and coherentism exhaust the options. But, as I shall argue, they do not; and, as I shall also argue, there is an intermediate theory which can overcome the difficulties faced by the familiar rivals.


  So my first moves ‘towards reconstruction in epistemology’ will take the old, familiar debates between foundationalism and coherentism as their starting point.


  Lest I raise false expectations, I had better say right away that I can offer neither a fell swoop nor a full sweep. The former would require perfectly precise characterizations of foundationalism and coherentism and knock-down, drag-out arguments against both rivals, neither of which I am in a position to supply. The latter would require a comprehensive examination of all the variants of foundationalism and coherentism, which, again, is beyond my powers (and your tolerance). What I offer is a compromise, a hodgepodge of the two desirable but impossible strategies. In the present chapter, I shall characterize foundationalism and coherentism as sharply as I can, and state the sturdiest arguments in the field as strongly as I can, hoping to show at least that there seem to be powerful arguments against each of the traditional rivals, which, however, the intermediate theory looks to be able to withstand; that, in other words, there is a pull towards the middle ground of foundherentism. In subsequent chapters I look in detail at specific foundationalist and coherentist theories, hoping to show not only that they fail, but that they fail in ways that point, again, towards the desirability of an intermediate theory.


  One last preliminary: something should be said about how one should judge the correctness or incorrectness of a theory of justification. This task is surprisingly, but instructively, far from straightforward. In offering an explication of our criteria of justification the epistemologist is aiming to spell out with some precision and theoretical depth what is implicit in judgements that this person has excellent reasons for this belief, that that person has unjustifiably jumped to a conclusion, that another person has been the victim of wishful thinking . . . and so forth and so on. I call this project ‘explication’, rather than ‘analysis’, to indicate that the epistemologist will have to do more than faithfully describe the contours of usage of phrases like ‘justified in believing’ and its close relatives; since such usage is vague, shifting, and fuzzy at the edges, the task will involve a lot of filling in, extrapolation, and plain tidying up. But one way in which a theory of justification may be inadequate is by failing to conform, even in clear cases, to our pre-analytic judgements of justification.


  But this is only part of the story. The concept of justification is an evaluative concept, one of a whole mesh of concepts for the appraisal of a person’s epistemic state. To say that a person is justified in some belief of his, is, in so far forth, to make a favourable appraisal of his epistemic state. So the task of explication here calls for a descriptive account of an evaluative concept.


  The evaluative character of the concept imposes a different kind of constraint on theories of justification. To believe that p is to accept p as true; and strong, or flimsy, evidence for a belief is strong, or flimsy, evidence for its truth. Our criteria of justification, in other words, are the standards by which we judge the likelihood that a belief is true; they are what we take to be indications of truth. Another way in which a theory of justification may be inadequate, then, is that the criteria it offers are such that no connection can be made between a belief ’s being justified, by those criteria, and the likelihood that things are as it says.


  Satisfaction of both constraints would be the ideal. Not, of course, that there is any guarantee in advance that what we take to be indications of the truth of a belief really are such. But, if there is one, an account which satisfies both the descriptive and the evaluative constraints is what we are after.


  The tricky part is to get the two kinds of constraint in the right perspective, neither excessively pollyannish nor excessively cynical. For now, let me just say that the epistemologist can be neither an uncritical participant in, nor a completely detached observer of, our pre-analytic standards of epistemic justification, but a reflective, and potentially a revisionary, participant. The epistemologist can’t be a completely detached observer, because to do epistemology at all (or to undertake any kind of inquiry) one must employ some standards of evidence, of what counts as a reason for or against a belief—standards which one takes to be an indication of truth. But the epistemologist can’t be a completely uncritical participant, because one has to allow for the possibility that what pre-analytic intuition judges strong, or flimsy, evidence, and what really is an indication of truth, may fail to correspond. In fact, however, I don’t think this possibility is realized; I think pre-analytic intuition conforms, at least approximately, to criteria which are, at least in a weak sense, ratifiable as genuinely truth-indicative. Foundherentism, I shall argue, satisfies both constraints.


  I


  Before offering a characterization of the distinctive features of foundationalism and coherentism, I should explain my strategy for dealing with two initial difficulties which this enterprise faces. The main problem is that there is much variety and considerable vagueness in the way the terms ‘foundationalism’ and ‘coherentism’ are used in the literature. To protect myself; so far as this is possible, from the accusation that my characterization supports my thesis that foundationalism and coherentism do not exhaust the options simply as a matter of verbal stipulation, I can only do my best to ensure that my characterizations are in line with other attempts to go beyond the rather casual definitions sometimes assumed, and that they categorize as foundationalist those theories which are ordinarily and uncontroversially classified as foundationalist, and as coherentist those theories which are ordinarily and uncontroversially classified as coherentist.2


  A minor complication is that both ‘foundationalism’ and ‘coherentism’ have other uses besides their use in the context of theories of justification. Sometimes they are used to refer to theories of knowledge rather than of justification specifically, but this is not a significant problem for the present enterprise. Nor is the fact that ‘coherentism’ has a distinct use as a term for a certain style of theory of truth. Potentially the most confusing ambiguity is that, besides referring to a certain style of theory of justification, and a corresponding style of theory of knowledge, ‘foundationalism’ also has two meta-epistemological uses: to refer to the idea that epistemic standards are objectively grounded or founded; and to refer to the idea that epistemology is an a priori discipline the goal of which is to legitimate or found our presumed empirical knowledge.3 Later (chapter 9) it will be necessary to introduce typographical variants (‘FOUNDATIONALISM’, ‘foundationalism’) to mark these other uses.


  But here and throughout the book, ‘foundationalism’ will refer to theories of justification which require a distinction, among justified beliefs, between those which are basic and those which are derived, and a conception of justification as one-directional, i.e., as requiring basic to support derived beliefs, never vice versa. This, rough as it is, is sufficient to capture something of the metaphorical force of the term ‘foundationalism’; the basic beliefs constitute the foundation on which the whole superstructure of justified belief rests. I shall say that a theory qualifies as foundationalist which subscribes to the theses:



   (FD1) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified independently of the support of any other belief;




  and:


 
   (FD2) All other justified beliefs are derived; a derived belief is justified via the support, direct or indirect, of a basic belief or beliefs.




  (FD1) is intended to represent the minimal claim about the requirements for a belief to qualify as basic. It is a claim about how basic beliefs are (and how they are not) justified. Many foundationalists have also held that basic beliefs are privileged in other ways: that they are certain, incorrigible, infallible . . . i.e., that it is impossible that they be falsely held.4 ‘Infallibilistfoundationalism’ will refer to theories which make this additional claim. (But theories which postulate certain or infallible beliefs, but do not take such beliefs to be required for the justification of all other beliefs, or do not require such beliefs to be justified independently of the support of any other beliefs, will not qualify as foundationalist.)


  (FD1) admits of many and various variations. One dimension of variation concerns the material character of the beliefs claimed to be basic. Fundamental is the distinction between those foundationalist theories which take the basic beliefs to be empirical, and those which take them to be non-empirical. I distinguish:


 
    (FD1NE) Some beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified independently of the support of any other belief; basic beliefs are non-empirical in character.




  Proponents of (FD1NE) usually have in mind simple logical or mathematical truths, often thought of as ‘self-evident’, as basic.


  
    (FD1E) Some beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified independently of the support of any other beliefs; basic beliefs are empirical in character.




  ‘Empirical’, here, should be understood as roughly equivalent to ‘factual’, not as necessarily restricted to beliefs about the external world. In fact, one style of empirical foundationalism takes beliefs about the subject’s own, current, conscious states as basic, another takes simple beliefs about the external world as basic, and a third allows both.


  I shall restrict my discussion, in what follows, to empirical foundationalism, leaving non-empirical foundationalism (and the possible variant which allows both empirical and non-empirical basic beliefs) out of account.


  A different dimension of variation runs obliquely to this. It concerns the explanation given to the claim that a basic belief is ‘justified, but not by the support of any other belief ’. There seem to be three significantly different kinds of account: according to the experientialist version of empirical foundationalism, basic beliefs are justified, not by the support of other beliefs, but by the support of the subject’s (sensory and/or introspective) experience; according to the extrinsic version of empirical foundationalism, basic beliefs are justified because of the existence of a causal or law-like connection between the subject’s having the belief and the state of affairs that makes it true; and according to the intrinsic or self-justificatory version of empirical foundationalism, basic beliefs are justified because of their intrinsic character, their content is the guarantee of their justification. Thus:


 
    (FD1EEXP) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified, not by the support of any other belief, but by the subject’s experience




  represents the first of these, while:


 
    (FD1EEXT) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified, not by the support of any other belief, but because of a causal or law-like connection between the subject’s belief and the state of affairs which makes it true




  represents the second, and:


 
    (FD1ESJ) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified, not by the support of any other belief, but in virtue of its content, its instrinsically self-justifying character




  represents the third.


  The intrinsic or self-justifying style of explanation of the justification of basic beliefs is, naturally, also attractive to those non-empirical foundationalists who would explain the justification of basic logical beliefs as resulting from their intrinsic character or content (or, more likely, their lack of content). But this need not be pursued here.


  Experientialist empirical foundationalism may be restricted to relying on the subject’s introspective experience, or may be restricted to relying on his sensory experience, or may allow both kinds; depending on which it does, it is likely to class as basic beliefs about the subject’s own, current, conscious states, or simple perceptual beliefs, or both. Extrinsic foundationalism and self-justificatory foundationalism, likewise, cut across the sub-categories of empirical foundationalism with respect to the kinds of belief they take as basic.


  The main reason I use the expression ‘empirical foundationalism’ rather than ‘a posteriori foundationalism’ should now be apparent. One reason, of course, is that ‘a posteriori’ versus ‘a priori’ does not lend itself to convenient abbreviation. The more substantial reason, however, is that, unlike the experientialist version, neither extrinsic nor self-justificatory foundationalism gives a justificatory role to the subject’s experience. This leads to another significant point: that while experientialist foundationalism connects justification to the subject’s experience, and extrinsic foundationalism connects justification to states of affairs in the world, self-justificatory foundationalism makes justification a matter solely of beliefs: their intrinsic character where the basis is concerned, and their support relations where the superstructure is concerned.


  (FD1E) also admits of variation with respect to the strength of the claim it makes about the justification of basic beliefs. The stronger version claims that basic beliefs are, simply, justified, independently of the support of any other beliefs; weaker versions, that they are justified prima facie but defeasibly, or to some degree but less than fully, independently of any other beliefs. As should be apparent, the weaker versions may, though they need not, require acknowledgement of degrees of justification. I distinguish:


 
    (FD1s) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is (decisively, conclusively, completely) justified independently of the support of any other belief




  and:


 
    (FD1w) Some justified beliefs are basic; a basic belief is justified prima facie but defeasibly/to some degree but not completely, independently of the support of any other belief.




  ‘Strong foundationalism’ will refer to the first style, ‘weak foundationalism’ to the second.


  (FD2) also admits of variations. According to the pure version, derived beliefs are always justified wholly by means of the support of basic beliefs; according to the impure version, derived beliefs are always justified at least in part by means of the support of basic beliefs, but the possibility is allowed that they may get part of their justification by means of mutual support among themselves. I distinguish:



  (FD2P) All other justified beliefs are derived; a derived belief is justified wholly via the support, direct or indirect, of a basic belief or beliefs




  and:



  (FD2I) All other justified beliefs are derived; a derived belief is justified at least in part via the support, direct or indirect, of a basic belief or beliefs.




  ‘Pure foundationalism’ will refer to the first of these, ‘impure foundationalism’ to the second.


  Like one variant of weak foundationalism, impure foundationalism is committed, at least implicitly, to recognizing degrees of justification.


  The distinctions so far made permit a whole range of permutations. For example, the pair of distinctions strong/weak, pure/impure gives the fourfold classification: strong, pure, foundationalism; weak, pure foundationalism; strong, impure foundationalism; weak, impure foundationalism.


  The characteristic theses of coherentist theories of justification are that justification is exclusively a matter of relations among beliefs, and that it is the coherence of beliefs within a set which justifies the member beliefs. I shall say that a theory qualifies as coherentist if it subscribes to the following thesis:


 
  (CH) A belief is justified iff it belongs to a coherent set of beliefs.




  Of course, there is room for variation as to just what set of beliefs is held to be relevant, and as to the exact content of the requirement that the set be coherent. It is usually agreed that consistency is necessary; most also require comprehensiveness; a more recently fashionable gloss is ‘explanatory coherence’. But the most important distinction for present purposes is between those uncompromisingly egalitarian forms of coherentism which insist that all the beliefs in a coherent set are exactly on a par with respect to their justification, and those moderated, inegalitarian forms which do not. The uncompromising version disallows the possibilities both that any belief could have a distinguished initial status, independently of its relations to other beliefs, and that any belief could be more intimately interlocked in a set of beliefs than other members of the set. The moderated version comes in two styles. One results from allowing the first possibility, that some beliefs may have an initially distinguished status, independently of their relations to other beliefs, so that relations of mutual support must be weighted, with interconnections with initially distinguished beliefs counting for more than other interconnections. The other style of moderated coherentism results from allowing the second possibility, that, though no beliefs have any initial distinction, some may be more deeply embedded in a coherent set of beliefs than others. So I characterize ‘uncompromising coherentism’ thus:


 
 (CHu) A belief is justified iff it belongs to a coherent set of beliefs, no belief having a distinguished epistemic status and no belief having a distinguished place within a coherent set.




  ‘Moderated coherentism’ will refer to any theory which accepts the first part of (CHu) but denies the second. ‘Moderated, weighted coherentism’ will be:



 (CHMW) A belief is justified iff it belongs to a coherent set of beliefs, some beliefs having a distinguished initial status, and justification depending on weighted mutual support,




  and ‘moderated, degree-of-embedding coherentism’ will refer to:



  (CHMD) A belief is justified iff it belongs to a coherent set of beliefs, some beliefs being distinguished by being more deeply embedded in a coherent set than others.




  Moderated coherentism, unlike the uncompromising kind, suggests an implicit acknowledgement of the possibility of degrees of justification.


  With the various refinements, qualifications and modifications mentioned, the rival theories have come, in a way, closer together. Weighted coherentism and weak, self-justificatory foundationalism—especially impure, weak, self-justificatory foundationalism—bear more than a passing resemblance to each other. Self-justificatory foundationalism makes justification derive from relations among beliefs, as does coherentism in all its forms; weighted coherentism allows that some beliefs have an epistemic distinction not dependent on their relations to other beliefs, as does foundationalism in all its forms. But the theories remain distinct. Weighted coherentism allows for pervasive mutual support; even impure, weak, self-justificatory foundationalism insists on one-directionality, denying that a basic belief could receive any justification from the support of a non-basic belief.


  From here, it will not take very elaborate argument to establish the main thesis of this section, that foundationalism and coherentism do not exhaust the options.5 It is necessary, though, by way of preliminary, to make it clear that my thesis concerns foundationalism and coherentism qua rival theories of empirical justification. The idea that, for example, some form of coherentism might be correct as an account of a priori justification, and some form of foundationalism of an empirical stripe be correct as an account of empirical justification, is not presently at issue. Considered as theories of empirical justification, the point is, foundationalism and coherentism do not exhaust the options; there is logical space in between. At its simplest, the argument is this: foundationalism requires one-directionality, coherentism does not; coherentism requires justification to be exclusively a matter of relations among beliefs, foundationalism does not. (Matters are not perfectly symmetrical, since foundationalism only allows, but does not require, non-belief input; but this asymmetry does not affect the issue.) So: a theory which allows non-belief input cannot be coherentist; a theory which does not require one-directionality cannot be foundationalist. A theory such as the one I favour, which allows the relevance of experience to justification, but requires no class of privileged beliefs justified exclusively by experience with no support from other beliefs, is neither foundationalist nor coherentist, but is intermediate between the traditional rivals.


  Foundherentism may be approximately characterized thus:



 (FH1) A subject’s experience is relevant to the justification of his empirical beliefs, but there need be no privileged class of empirical beliefs justified exclusively by the support of experience, independently of the support of other beliefs;




  and:



 (FH2) Justification is not exclusively one-directional, but involves pervasive relations of mutual support.




  This is only a very rough first approximation; the task of working out the details and making this more precise is yet to be undertaken (chapter 4). But from even this very sketchy characterization it will be apparent that, since the subject’s experience is to play a role, the account will be personal rather than impersonal, and that, since beliefs will be seen to be justified partially by experience and partially by other beliefs, the account will be gradational rather than categorical; the preferred explicandum, in short, will be: ‘A is more/less justified in believing that p depending on. . . .’


  Foundherentism is not, of course, the only ‘third alternative’ theory of justification to be suggested: contextualism is a more familiar third possibility. The characteristic feature of contextualist accounts is that they define justification in terms of conformity to the standards of some epistemic community. It is not unusual for contextualist accounts, once they go beyond this very general thesis, to have a two-level, one-directional structure reminiscent of foundationalism, but there is a very important difference: a contextualist may posit ‘basic’ beliefs by which all justified beliefs must be supported, but these will be construed, not as beliefs justified otherwise than by the support of other beliefs, but as beliefs which, in the epistemic community in question, do not stand in need of justification.


  It is sometimes felt that contextualism does not really address the same question as the traditionally rival theories, a feeling sometimes expressed in the suggestion that contextualists are focused, not on the explication of ‘A is justified in believing that p’, but on the explication of ‘A can justify his belief that p (to the members of C)’, or, less charitably, that they have confused the two. The diagnosis of confusion of explicanda is not without merit, in my view, and there is indeed something about contextualism which sets it apart not only from foundationalism and coherentism but also from foundherentism: it leads in short order to the thesis that epistemic standards are not objective but conventional. And this means that contextualism is covertly anti-epistemological; it would undermine the legitimacy of the project of ratification. This is the first clue to why it has been thought—in my view, of course, wrongly—that, if neither foundationalism nor coherentism will do, the whole epistemological enterprise comes under threat.


  That contextualism has radical consequences is no argument that it is mistaken. I think it is mistaken, but I shall not discuss it in any detail until much later (chapter 9). For the moment, since the purpose of the present chapter is to make a prima facie case for foundherentism, the point that needs emphasis is that the difficulties I shall identify in foundationalism and coherentism are clearly such as to point in the direction of found-herentism, not contextualism, as the most promising route to a successful resolution.


  II


  The goal, then, is to make a prima facie case for foundherentism. The strategy will be to examine the most significant arguments in the debate between foundationalism and coherentism with the aim of showing how they push one towards the middle ground of foundherentism.


  Most, though not all, of the arguments to be considered are quite familiar; but I shall have to engage in a certain amount of rational reconstruction to get these familiar arguments into their strongest forms. Despite this, I can claim only to make a prima facie case, because the arguments under consideration are, even in their rationally reconstructed versions, seldom watertight; and it would be less than candid to disguise the fact that sometimes it is a matter of judgement whether a difficulty faced by the one style of theory, regarded by proponents of the other style as insuperable, is more reasonably regarded as a decisive objection or as a challenging, but superable, obstacle.


  My meta-argument begins with a consideration of the infinite regress argument, which has often been supposed to show that some form of foundationalism must be accepted. The argument goes somewhat as follows: it is impossible that a belief should be justified by being supported by a further belief, that further belief being supported by a further belief . . . and so on, for unless this regress of reasons for a belief comes to an end, the first belief would not be justified; so there must be, as foundationalism holds, basic beliefs which are justified otherwise than by the support of other beliefs, and which serve as the ultimate justification of all other justified beliefs. There must be basic beliefs, in the foundationalist’s sense, in other words, because there cannot be an infinite regress of reasons. Suppose it is granted that a person could not be justified in a belief if the chain of reasons for that belief never came to an end. The argument is still inconclusive as it stands, for it requires the assumption that the reasons for a belief form a chain which either ends with a basic belief, or doesn’t end at all; and these are obviously not the only options. Perhaps the chain of reasons comes to an end with a belief which is not justified; perhaps the chain ends with the belief with which it begins, with the initial belief supported by further beliefs which it, in turn, supports . . .


  Of course, the foundationalist would regard these options as no more palatable than an infinite regress. So a stronger version of the argument may be constructed—which, however, it no longer seems appropriate to call the ‘infinite regress argument’, since an infinite regress is only one of several possibilities it holds to be unacceptable. I will call this reconstructed argument the no tolerable alternatives argument. It would run like this:


  
     Suppose A believes that p. Is he justified in believing that p? Well, suppose he believes that p on the basis of his belief that q.


  Then he is not justified in believing that p unless he is justified in believing that q.


  Suppose he believes that q on the basis of his belief that r.


  Then he is not justified in believing that q, and hence not justified in believing that p, unless he is justified in believing that r.


  Suppose he believes that r on the basis of his belief that s.


  Then he is not justified in believing that r, and hence not justified in believing that q, and hence not justified in believing that p, unless . . . Now, either (1) this series goes on without end; or (2) it ends with a belief which is not justified; or (3) it goes round in a circle; or (4) it comes to an end with a belief which is justified, but not by the support of any further beliefs.


  If (1), if the chain of reasons never ends, A is not justified in believing that p.


  If (2), if the chain of reasons ends with a belief which is not jusified, A is not justified in believing that p.


  If (3), if the chain goes round in a circle, with the belief that p depending on the belief that q, the belief that q depending on the belief that r . . . and the belief that z depending on the belief that p, A is not justified in believing that p.


  If (4), however, if the chain ends with a belief which is justified, but not by the support of any further beliefs, A is justified in believing that p.


  So, since (4) is precisely what foundationalism claims, only if foundationalism is true is anyone ever justified in any belief. (Foundationalism is the only tolerable—the only non-sceptical—alternative.)




  This argument is still—though no longer, perhaps, obviously—inconclusive. I grant, once again, that a person would not be justified in a belief if the chain of reasons for that belief did not come to an end; I grant, also, that he would not be justified in a belief if the chain of reasons for that belief came to an end with a belief which was not justified. I even grant that if the chain of beliefs went round in a circle, with the further beliefs supporting the initial belief themselves ultimately supported by that very belief, he would not be justified in the initial belief. What I deny is that there need be a chain of reasons at all.


  A significant clue to what has gone wrong is this: foundationalists suggest that ‘going round in a circle’ is the picture of justification that a coherentist must be offering, and that it is obviously unsatisfactory; coherentists are apt to respond by protesting that—though indeed they insist on the pervasiveness of relations of mutual support among beliefs—there is all the difference in the world between legitimate mutual support and a vicious circle of reasons. And here, I think, though rarely if ever do they manage to say just what this ‘all the difference in the world’ amounts to, the coherentists are in the right.


  To repeat, there is a false assumption built into the no tolerable alternatives argument, but built in so integrally as to be almost invisible: that the reasons for a belief must constitute a chain—a series, that is, with the belief that p supported by the belief that q supported by the belief that r . . . and so on. If the reasons for a belief had to be a chain, a series, then mutual support would indeed have to be a circle, as in figure 1.1; and it is indeed impossible to accept that this kind of circle of reasons could be justifying.


  [image: chpt_fig_009]


  FIGURE 1.1


  But the chain analogy is wrong even by the foundationalist’s own lights. The appropriate picture for the structure the foundationalist envisages would be, not a chain, but a pyramid or inverted tree—as: belief that p based on beliefs q, r and s, belief that q based on beliefs t and u, belief that r based on belief that v . . . etc.;6 as in figure 1.2; and it is not intuitively clear why it could not be the case that A is justified in believing that p even if part of A’s justification for the belief that p is the belief that z, and part of A’s justification for the belief that z is the belief that p—as in figure 1.3. It seems entirely plausible to suppose that the degree to which A is justified in a belief depends (at least) on how well his reasons support that belief, and on how justified he is, independently of that belief, in believing those reasons. If so, he can be justified, not completely but to however high a degree you like short of that, in the presence of such loops of justification.


  In fact, the impure form of foundationalism allows the possibility of just such loops of reasons; though, according to impure foundationalism, all justification rests at least in part on the support of basic beliefs, mutual support among derived beliefs can contribute to their justification. So even some foundationalists admit—as coherentists and foundherentists maintain—that there can be legitimate mutual support, that the interpenetration of beliefs need not necessarily involve a vicious circularity.
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  FIGURE 1.2
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  FIGURE 1.3


  Other foundationalist arguments against coherentism are, I think, more damaging. I consider first the argument that consistency (which is assumed by coherentists to be a necessary condition of coherence) is too strong a requirement for justification. The point of this objection—I shall call it the too much to ask objection—is quite simple. Coherentism seems to entail that a subject who has inconsistent beliefs, and hence an incoherent belief-set, is not justified in any of his beliefs.7 But this is excessively demanding; probably no one has a completely consistent set of beliefs, and in any case the mere fact that there is, say, a hidden contradiction within the corpus of my beliefs about the geography of Russia is, surely, no reason for saying that I am not justified in believing that snow is white, that there is a piece of paper before me, that my name is SH. . . . Since it is hardly a serious option to discard consistency as a necessary condition of coherence, the only escape route open to the coherentist might be to rule that the set of beliefs coherence of which is to constitute justification, is to be, not the subject’s whole belief-set, but some sub-set of that set. Indeed, the thought is plausible that even if (as I believe) a justified belief will always be one enmeshed in a whole complex of other beliefs, nevertheless not all of a person’s beliefs are relevant to the justification of every belief of his.


  A coherentist who subscribed to the idea that the best defence is a strong offence might point out that there is a certain awkwardness about the foundationalist picture which also relates, though in a slightly different way, to the matter of inconsistency among a subject’s beliefs. Foundationalism, to be sure, does not imply (as the usual forms of coherentism do) that if a subject’s beliefs are inconsistent, he is not justified in any of them. It focuses, not on the whole belief-set, but on the sub-set which plays a role in the tree of reasons for the particular belief the justificational status of which is at issue. So far, so good; foundationalism is not too high-minded about inconsistencies in a subject’s belief-set. But it is a bit too low-minded about the possibility of inconsistencies in a person’s reasons for a belief. All foundationalists, so far as I am aware, take it that if the reasons for a belief deductively imply it, they are conclusive; hence, since inconsistent propositions deductively imply any proposition whatsoever, inconsistent reasons for a belief must be deemed conclusive. Of course, the foundationalist doesn’t have to say that if a person’s reasons for a belief are inconsistent, and hence conclusive, he is thereby justified in the belief; on the contrary, one can confidently expect him to say that the subject is not justified in the belief, since he is not justified in believing the reasons for the belief. Still, the idea that reasons which are inconsistent are eo ipso conclusive is surely counter-intuitive, and should if possible be avoided.


  To return, though, to the main thread of the discussion, which is presently focused on objections to coherentism: even if a restricted form of coherentism were possible which operated in terms of clumps of mutually relevant beliefs, it would still face other foundationalist objections. The too much to ask objection urges that consistency is too strong a requirement for justification; the next objection to be considered, which I shall call the consistent fairy story objection, urges that it is too weak. Coherentism cannot be correct, the argument goes, because the consistency of a set of beliefs is manifestly insufficient to guarantee, or to be an indication of, their truth. It might be thought that this is unfair, since coherentists usually require more than simple consistency of a coherent belief-set. But it is clear on very little reflection that adding a requirement of comprehensiveness doesn’t make matters any better—at any rate, that a set of beliefs is consistent and large is no more a guarantee, or indication, of its truth than that it is, simply, consistent. Once again, however, as with the accusation that his conception of mutual support is a matter of ‘going round in a circle’, the coherentist is likely to protest that what he really proposes is not so simple-minded; perhaps he will insist that ‘comprehensive’ means not just ‘large’ but ‘covering a significant range of topics’, or perhaps he will claim that explanatory coherence, at any rate, is a more sophisticated conception which does not fall to any simple, easy objection along these lines. The foundationalist objector, on the other hand, is likely to be sceptical that elaboration of the concept of coherence will fix the problem. Are we, then, at a stalemate?


  I think not; for what may lie behind the foundationalist’s conviction that nothing like coherence, however sophisticated an elaboration of that concept is offered, can guarantee the required connection between justification and likely truth, is a further argument, and this time, to my mind, a pretty persuasive one. The fundamental problem with coherentism, according to this argument, lies precisely in the fact that it tries to make justification depend solely on relations among beliefs.


  The point is expressed vaguely but vividly by C. I. Lewis when he protests that the coherentist’s claim that empirical beliefs can be justified by nothing but relations of mutual support is as absurd as suggesting that two drunken sailors could support each other by leaning back to back—when neither was standing on anything!


  To get this objection to coherentism in as strong a form as possible, it is desirable (though I shall continue to call it the drunken sailors argument) to spell it out literally. The fundamental objection is this: that because coherentism allows no non-belief input—no role to experience or the world—it cannot be satisfactory; that unless it is acknowledged that the justification of an empirical belief requires such input, it could not be supposed that a belief ’s being justified could be an indication of its truth, of its correctly representing how the world is.


  In the end, I believe, this argument really is fatal to coherentism. A theory couched in terms exclusively of relations among a subject’s beliefs faces an insuperable difficulty about the connection between the concepts of justification and truth. How could the fact that a set of beliefs is coherent, to whatever degree and in however sophisticated a sense of ‘coherent’, be a guarantee, or even an indication, of truth?


  Well, coherentists, of course, think it could. On the face of it, at least, their most promising strategy is, while acknowledging that the objection may be fatal to uncompromising coherentism, to argue that a moderated, weighted form can avoid it. For the initial distinction accorded by this style of coherentism to a sub-class of beliefs, and the weighting of relations of mutual support, is intended precisely to make it plausible that justification is truth-indicative. But the appearance that this response solves the problem seems to be mere appearance. The objector will not fail to notice that weighted coherentism proposes to distinguish the very kinds of beliefs which foundationalism takes as basic, and will not fail to press the question: where, or how, do initially distinguished beliefs get their epistemic distinction? If the coherentist offers no answer, he is vulnerable to the objection that his initial distinctions among beliefs, and his weighting of support relations, is arbitrary; but if he answers, plausibly enough, that he distinguishes simple perceptual beliefs, say, because of their closeness to the subject’s experience, then, while the objection that no place has been allowed for input from the world is met, the objection that he has covertly sacrificed the coherentist character of his theory is inevitable. In fact, moderated, weighted ‘coherentism’, when combined with this kind of rationale for its initial epistemic weightings, starts to look nearly indistinguishable from foundherentism.


  Of course, even if this is sufficient to discredit the weighted coherentist response to the drunken sailors argument, it is not sufficient to establish that no plausible response is available to the coherentist. I hope that the arguments of chapter 3, against the defences offered by BonJour and Davidson, will go some way towards making this deficiency good. For now, however, I want to point out that if the drunken sailors argument is a good argument against coherentism, which I think it is, it is also a good argument against self-justificatory foundationalism; for in that form foundationalism, just like coherentism, makes justification exclusively a matter of relations among beliefs. One way of putting it might be to say that self-justificatory foundationalism, like weighted coherentism, is obliged to motivate the idea that some beliefs are epistemically distinguished in virtue of their intrinsic character, their content. Perhaps, in the case of some non-empirical beliefs, this is not hopelessly implausible (what makes the belief that eggs are eggs self-justifying, it might be said, is precisely its obvious lack of content); one gloss on ‘self-evident’, after all, is ‘such that failure to accept its truth is an indication of failure to understand it’. But in the case of empirical beliefs this recourse is not available. The basic beliefs of self-justificatory empirical foundationalism will have to have some content. And it is not clear how self-justificatory foundationalism is better equipped than weighted coherentism to avoid the dilemma that, if the choice of initially distinguished beliefs is not arbitrary, it must be covertly motivated by an assumed connection with experience or the world.


  Extrinsic and experientialist versions of foundationalism, however, are not, like self-justificatory versions, susceptible to the side-effects (hangover?) of the drunken sailors argument. But they face other objections. The exact statement of the most important argument against extrinsic foundationalism—I shall call it the evidentialist objection—will depend on the exact formulation of the connection between the subject’s belief and the state of affairs that makes it true which the extrinsic foundation-alist is offering; but the main thrust is to the effect that extrinsic foundationalism violates the intuition that what justifies a belief should be something of which—as the etymology of ‘evidence’ suggests—the subject is aware. In its strongest version, the evidentialist objection is that extrinsic foundationalism violates intuition two ways, being both too weak and too strong, allowing that a basic belief is justified if there is an appropriate connection between the belief-state and the state of affairs that makes it true even when the subject has no evidence for the belief or has evidence against it, and denying this if there is no such connection, even when the subject has good evidence for the belief. I note that the experientialist foundationalist is precluded from using this objection—for it implicitly repudiates the one-directionality on which, qua foundationalist, he insists. Though it would require further development to establish that no revised extrinsic formula would avoid it, my feeling is that the evidentialist objection is very damaging to extrinsic foundationalism.


  This leads me to a familiar coherentist argument which, if it worked, would rule out experientialist as well as extrinsic foundationalism. For simplicity, and because I regard the evidentialist objection as already precluding extrinsic foundationalism, I state this argument in the form in which it applies to experientialist foundationalism. Experientialist foundationalism claims that basic beliefs are justified by the subject’s experience. But while there can be causal relations, there cannot be logical relations between a person’s experiences and his beliefs. Hence, since justification is a logical matter, it must be a matter exclusively of relations among beliefs.


  The first premiss of the argument is true. A’s seeing a dog may cause him to believe that there is a dog present, but it cannot entail or confirm the proposition that there is a dog present. But the argument that this shows that the subject’s experiences are irrelevant to the justification of his beliefs—the irrelevance of causation argument—is inconclusive, because it requires the further premiss that justification is exclusively a logical matter, which is false. What justifies A in believing there is a dog present?—his seeing the dog, the fact that he sees the dog, is a natural answer. What this argument really shows is not that experience is irrelevant to justification, but that we stand in need of an account of how it is relevant, of the relations between the causal and the logical aspects of the concept of justification. And there is already a clue as to how one might go about constructing such an account in the coherentist’s premiss that there can be only causal, not logical, relations between a subject’s experiences and his beliefs. For in this premiss the term ‘belief ’ is ambiguous (as my elaboration of the argument made apparent): there can be causal relations between a belief-state, someone’s believing something, and that person’s experiences; there can be logical relations between a belief-content, a proposition, what someone believes, and other belief-contents, other propositions. This suggests that an adequate account of how the fact that a person’s having certain experiences contributed causally to his believing something could make it more or less likely that what he believes is true, will need to exploit the distinction between belief-states and belief-contents.


  The most that has to be conceded by the experientialist in response to the irrelevance of causation argument is that only an account which combines logical and causal elements can allow the relevance of experience to justification. I say ‘the most’ because we have already, in the brief discussion of the mismatch between deductive consequence and conclusiveness in the presence of inconsistency, encountered one reason to doubt whether ‘logical’ is quite the right word for the non-causal, evaluative component of the concept of justification; and subsequently, when I come to argue the mismatch between ‘inductive logic’, so-called, and supportiveness of evidence, we shall encounter another. The appropriate response to the irrelevance of causation argument, therefore, is to insist on the ‘double-aspect’, or ‘state-content’ character of the concept of justification; acknowledging, of course, that an adequate account of how experience is relevant to justification will require an articulation of how the two aspects interrelate. Experientialist foundationalism usually leaves all this implicit; but it is not fatally damaged by the irrelevance of causation argument.


  Foundherentism, as characterized in section I, is experientialist; so it too will require a double-aspect, state-content approach; when it comes to articulating the theory in detail (chapter 4), I shall make this as explicit as possible.


  A second influential argument against foundationalism points out that it requires that basic beliefs be both secure (plausibly claimed to be justified independently of the support of any other beliefs) and rich (plausibly claimed to be capable of supporting a substantial body of other beliefs); and urges that no belief can fulfill both these requirements. For, the argument goes, these two requirements are in competition with each other; the first can be satisfied only by stripping down, the second only by beefing up, the content of the basic beliefs.


  This argument seems to me extremely persuasive with respect to a restricted class of foundationalist theories: those, namely, which claim that the basic beliefs have to be certain or infallible, incapable of being false. But infallibilism is inessential to foundationalism, so the interesting question is what sort of force this argument has against other forms. A reasonable initial response is that while there is plausibility in the suggestion that the requirement of security is apt to compete with the requirement of richness (a plausibility vividly illustrated by the history of foundationalist programmes, which have indeed shown a marked tendency to swing back and forth between insisting on security at the expense of content, and insisting on content at the expense of security), it is unproven that the tension is irresoluble. Further reflection suggests that this argument—the swings and roundabouts argument—is the more plausible the more strongly privileged basic beliefs are required to be, and the more of the responsibility for the support of all other justified beliefs they are required to bear. This means that the argument is likely to be less effective against weak foundationalism than against strong foundationalism (since the former does not require basic beliefs to be absolutely justified independently of the support of other beliefs), and less effective against impure foundationalism than against pure foundationalism (since the former does not require basic beliefs to do all the work of supporting the superstructure of derived beliefs); and least effective, therefore, against weak impure foundationalism. In fact, I am reasonably confident that this argument is quite ineffective against weak impure foundationalism—and of course entirely confident that it has no force against foundherentism, which requires no privileged class of basic beliefs at all.


  It remains to explain what persuades me that foundherentism is more plausible even than the modest forms of foundationalism which seem capable of withstanding the swings and roundabouts argument. Here I rely on an interlocking pair of arguments, not, so far as I am aware, previously deployed in the debate between foundationalism and coherentism. The first points to a lacuna in weak foundationalism which cannot be filled except by abandoning the one-directional character of justification; the second points to the lack of a cogent rationale for weakening one-directionality, as impure foundationalism does, without abandoning it altogether. I shall call these the up and back all the way down arguments.


  According to weak foundationalism, a basic belief is justified prima facie but defeasibly, or to some degree but not completely, by something other than a belief. This sounds, at first blush, a sensible account of the following, common enough, kind of situation: suppose A believes that there is a dog present, and that he believes this because of his current sensory experience (his seeing what appears to be a dog); then A is justified prima facie, or justified to a considerable degree, in believing that there is a dog before him—but not indefeasibly justified, not fully justified, because appearances could be misleading. At second blush, however, an awkward question arises: would not A be more justified, or more securely justified, in believing that there is a dog before him if he also justifiedly believed that his eyes are working normally, that he is not under the influence of post-hypnotic suggestion, that there are no very lifelike toy dogs around, etc., etc.? Surely, he would. But the weak foundationalist cannot allow this, for his story is that basic beliefs get their justification exclusively from something other than the support of further beliefs; to allow that they get some justification from experience and some from the support of other beliefs would violate the one-directional character of justification, on which, qua foundationalist, he insists. And if this possibility were allowed, weak, experientialist foundationalism would be transmuted into a form of foundherentism.


  The problem with impure foundationalism is, rather, that it lacks a cogent rationale. Unlike the pure foundationalist, who insists that justification always goes from basic to derived beliefs, the impure foundationalist maintains one-directionality only in the form of the negative thesis that justification never goes from derived to basic beliefs. But why, then, does he still insist that there must be a distinct, privileged class of basic beliefs which get their justification entirely without the support of any other beliefs, and which must contribute to the justification of all other beliefs? Perhaps the response will be: because there must be a role for input from outside the subject’s beliefs. But this, though true, is obviously insufficient to establish that there must be a privileged class of basic beliefs which get all their justification from such input. And without this assumption, for which no reason has been given, impure experientialist foundationalism would be transmuted into a form of foundherentism.


  The infinite regress argument for foundationalism is inconclusive, and so, too, is its stronger variant, the no tolerable alternatives argument. The too much to ask argument seriously damages the usual, holistic forms of coherentism, though it might possibly be avoided by retreat to a restricted, quasi-holistic version; it also suggests awkward questions about the foundationalist’s own attitude to inconsistency. The drunken sailors argument, however, is decisive against coherentism; and the attempt to avoid it by a shift from the uncompromising, egalitarian form to a moderated, weighted variant turns out to amount, in the only form in which it has any prospect of success, to the adoption of a disguised form of foundherentism. So coherentism won’t do.


  The drunken sailors argument turns out to do as much damage to self-justificatory foundationalism as it does to coherentism. And the evidentialist objection is fatal to extrinsic foundationalism. But the irrelevance of causation argument is not fatal to experientialist foundationalism, but only points to the need for a double-aspect, state-content approach. The swings and roundabouts argument succeeds against infallibilist foundationalism and, probably, against strong and pure foundationalism. Weak and impure forms probably survive it. They succumb, however, to the up and back all the way down arguments. So foundationalism won’t do.


  So neither foundationalism nor coherentism will do.


  Since it allows the relevance of non-belief input to justification, foundherentism survives the decisive argument against coherentism, the drunken sailors argument. It is untouched by the evidentialist objection to extrinsic foundationalism, and, like experientialist foundationalism, can survive the irrelevance of causation argument by adopting a double-aspect approach. Since it requires no privileged class of basic beliefs, it is under no threat from the swings and roundabouts argument. And its superiority to even weak and impure forms of experientialist foundationalism is exhibited by its ability, and their inability, to accommodate the up and back all the way down arguments. So foundherentism looks to be able to survive both the strongest arguments against foundationalism and the strongest arguments against coherentism.


  This constitutes my prima facie case for foundherentism. The hope, of course, is that this prima facie case can be made even more convincing as the argument proceeds, first by way of detailed critical study of specific foundationalist and coherentist theories, and then by way of a detailed development and defence of the foundherentist alternative.
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  FOUNDATIONALISM UNDERMINED
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    . . . to deny that there are empirical certainties does not imply that experience is a pure fiction, that it is without content, or even that there is no given element . . . That we have probable knowledge . . . implies no certainty but only initial credibility.


  Goodman ‘Sense and Certainty’1




  The present chapter is a case-study of the foundationalist theory offered by C. I. Lewis in An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation.2 The goal is in part, of course, to show that the theory fails; but also, more important, to reveal tensions and ambiguities within Lewis’s account which, I shall argue, can be resolved only by moving—as Lewis himself sometimes seems half-tempted to move—in a foundherentist direction.


  The most striking feature of Lewis’s theory, and the feature most stressed by Lewis himself, is its infallibilist character. Understandably, then, earlier critics—Goodman, Reichenbach, Firth and others3—mostly concentrated their fire on this aspect. And, though their arguments are not, I think, quite impeccable, their conclusion, that Lewis’s infallibilism is indefensible, is quite correct. My target, however, is not infallibilism, but foundationalism. Nevertheless, I shall offer some criticisms of Lewis’s infallibilism on my own account; for Lewis himself insists that, where foundational beliefs are concerned, there is no distinction to be made between their being immune from error and their being immune from unjustifiedness; so it is necessary to deal with his reasons for infallibilism because they are, from his point of view, also the reasons for adopting a strong foundationalism.


  But the position is far from straightforward, for there are deep tensions at work in Lewis’s book. One is surprised to find, for example, side by side with Lewis’s infallibilism, the shrewd observation that ‘there is . . . no single and useful meaning of “knowledge” which wholly accords with the usual meaning of that term’ (p. 29), that justification (‘credibility’ or ‘probability’ in Lewis’s favoured terminology) comes in degrees, and that it is pointless to insist that only completely justified belief counts as knowledge. But, given all this, it is not so surprising to find that as the book proceeds there seem to be significant changes in the theory on offer.


  Initially there seems to be no doubt that it is a strong foundationalist theory that is proposed. One’s apprehensions of what is given to one in immediate experience are, according to Lewis, certain in the sense not only that they are immune from error but also in the sense that they are immune from unjustifiedness, and any other justified empirical beliefs one has are justified at least in part by their support. Later in the book, however, Lewis apparently shifts his ground. Only one’s present experience is presently available to one in the peculiarly direct way which, according to Lewis, guarantees the complete justification of ‘apprehensions of the given’; but most of one’s empirical beliefs could be justified to a degree sufficient to constitute knowledge only by reference to past experiences—and these are presently available to one only through the fallible medium of memory. At this point, it seems that Lewis shifts to a weak foundationalism in which the basis includes, besides apprehensions of one’s present sensory experience, still held to be completely justified, apprehensions, by means of memory, of past experiences, taken to be no more than initially credible. And then he takes what appears to be a step in a more radical direction: evidence about the circumstances in which memory is reliable is acknowledged as relevant to the credibility of these memory beliefs; and it looks, at least briefly, as if Lewis may be giving up the one-directional character of justification.


  Throughout the book, even before the discussion of the role of memory seems to bring about a shift from strong to weak foundationalism and hints of a shift beyond foundationalism, the theory proposed is impure. Lewis allows that mutual support among derived beliefs is legitimate, and can raise the degree of justification they acquire from the support of basic beliefs. Lewis’s preferred term for these relations of mutual support is ‘congruence’—a significant choice, indicating the difference he wants to stress between his account, according to which, though congruence can raise the credibility of beliefs, it cannot confer credibility on them in the first instance, and coherentism.


  And throughout the book, even after the discussion of the role of memory seems to bring about a shift from strong to weak foundationalism, and perhaps even beyond foundationalism, Lewis defends three key theses:


 
   (1) that one’s apprehensions of what is given to one in immediate experience are certain;


 (2) that unless there were such absolutely certain apprehensions of experience, no empirical belief would be justified to any degree;


 (3) that the justification of all one’s (justified) empirical beliefs depends ultimately at least in part on the support of these certain apprehensions of experience.




  (Disambiguation will be necessary later, but for the moment ‘certain’ is to be understood as meaning both ‘immune from error’ and ‘immune from unjustifiedness’.)


  A main theme of my argument will be that Lewis’s reasons for theses (1)–(3) are inconclusive, and that, in fact, all three are false. In each case, however, from Lewis’s unsound argument for his strong conclusion, it is possible to reconstruct a sound argument for a weaker conclusion (one might say that Lewis succumbs to the ‘fallacy of exaggeration’). My diagnosis will be, crudely, that Lewis’s arguments run together the question of the epistemic status and role of a subject’s experiences, and the question of the status and role of a subject’s beliefs about his experiences—a diagnosis for which, I shall argue, the textual evidence speaks no less than its explanatory power. Lewis’s three theses are false, but these are true:



   (1*) that one has various sensory, introspective and memory experiences;


(2*) that unless one had such experiences, none of one’s empirical beliefs would be justified to any degree;


  (3*) that the justification of all one’s (justified) empirical beliefs depends ultimately at least in part on these experiences.




  My second main theme will be that the shifts in Lewis’s position—from strong to weak foundationalism, his faltering steps in a foundherentist direction—are precisely such as to reveal that the sound arguments available to him, arguments which support the three true theses but not the three false theses, not only do not make the case for foundationalism, but in fact are most plausibly construed as contributing to the case for found-herentism.


  The simplest strategy seems to be to consider each of Lewis’s three key theses in turn, and to develop my two themes in the course of these discussions. At any rate, that is what I shall do.


  I


  ‘One’s apprehensions of what is given to one in immediate experience are certain’. This thesis of Lewis’s bristles with ambiguities: both about what ‘apprehensions of the given’ are supposed to be, and about what is meant by calling them ‘certain’. My diagnosis will be that these ambiguities intersect in Lewis’s argument in such a way as to disguise the fact that in any sense in which the thesis is epistemologically interesting, it is untrue.


  The relevant ambiguities, in crude outline, are these. As I have already noted, according to Lewis the question of the truth of a belief and the question of its justification, though in most cases distinct, are not to be distinguished in the case of apprehensions of experience (p. 254). ‘Certain’, in this context, means both ‘immune from error’ and ‘immune from unjustifiedness’. I will mark the distinction by speaking of ‘T-certainty’ (‘T’ for ‘true’)versus ‘J-certainty’ (‘J’ for ‘justified’). There is also another, and as it turns out more consequential, ambiguity in Lewis’s use of ‘certain’, which I shall mark by speaking of ‘trivial’ T- or J-certainty versus ‘substantial’ T-or J-certainty. An ‘apprehension of the given’ would be substantially T-certain if it could not be false, because it is guaranteed to be true, substantially J-certain if it could not be unjustified, because it is guaranteed to be justified; it would be trivially T-certain if it could not be false, but also could not be true, trivially J-certain if it could not be unjustified, but also could not be justified.4 And, finally, Lewis’s ‘apprehensions of the given’ refers sometimes to judgements about one’s immediate sensory experiences, and sometimes to those experiences themselves.


  The problem with Lewis’s argument for his first thesis, still in rather crude outline, is this: That judgements about one’s immediate sensory experience are substantially T- and/or J-certain is epistemologically interesting, but false; that one’s sensory experiences are trivially T- and J-certain is true, but of no epistemological interest.


  Of course, the equivocations I diagnose do not appear on the surface of Lewis’s arguments; so it needs to be made plausible that they operate, unseen, beneath the surface.


  Identifying what Lewis means when he speaks of ‘apprehensions of what is given in experience’ is not made easier by the fact that, though he gives examples of statements intended to represent them, he is at pains to insist not only that such apprehensions are seldom, if ever, explicitly formulated (p. 182), but also that any linguistic formulation is likely to be inadequate (p. 172). Anyhow, Lewis’s examples of the ‘expressive statements’ which best represent apprehensions of the given in experience take the form ‘I now see what looks like a sheet of white paper’, ‘I now see what looks like a flight of granite steps’, ‘I now see what looks like a doorknob’. They are first person, present tense, indexical, and restricted in content to how things appear, rather than how they actually are. It is clear, however, that it is not reports of apprehensions of the given which Lewis takes to be certain; he acknowledges that such reports could be insincere or verbally mistaken. But it is not so clear whether it is judgements about what is given in experience e.g., my judgement that I now see what looks like a doorknob or the experience itself e.g., my being aware of seeing what looks like a door-knob that he takes to be certain. Phrases like ‘presentations of sense’, ‘direct findings of sense’ (p. 171), ‘immediately presented . . . contents of experience’ (p. 179), ‘apprehended . . . facts of experience’ (p. 182), might be taken either way.


  And understanding what Lewis means by ‘certain’ is not made easier by the fact that he uses ‘infallible’, ‘incorrigible’, and ‘indubitable’ apparently interchangeably, when these have significantly different meanings (‘incorrigible’ suggesting immunity to correction, ‘indubitable’ immunity to doubt, ‘certain’ and ‘infallible’ immunity to error). It is clear enough, however, that Lewis’s primary concern is with immunity to error, which he takes as equivalent, in the case of apprehensions of the given though not generally, to immunity to unjustifiedness.


  For the moment, let us restrict our attention to T-certainty. That a person’s sensory experiences are trivially T-certain goes almost without saying; for experiences are events, and therefore incapable of truth-value—hence, in particular, incapable of falsity. (An experience, as Goodman puts it, can no more be false than a desk can.) But this nearly trivial thesis is of no epistemological interest. The thesis Lewis must intend is not this, but the genuinely substantial thesis that a person’s judgements about his immediate sensory experience are substantially T-certain. It seems, however, that Lewis’s confidence that this substantial infallibilist thesis is true may derive in part (as Goodman suggests)5 from his failure to distinguish it from the nearly trivial thesis.


  Perhaps because he is convinced that there must be some substantially T-certain beliefs if any beliefs are to be justified, Lewis offers surprisingly little by way of specific argument that judgements about what is given to one in immediate experience are substantially T-certain. And what little he does offer sits cheek by jowl with discussion which tends rather to support the trivial thesis. Here is what seems to be the closest thing to an argument for the substantial infallibilist thesis:


 
    Subtract, in what we say we see, or hear, or otherwise learn from direct experience, all that conceivably could be mistaken; the remainder is the given content of the experience inducing this belief. (pp. 182–3)




  Only a paragraph later, Lewis seems to have retreated to the trivial thesis:


 
    Apprehensions of the given which . . . expressive statements formulate are not judgements, and they are not subject to any possible error. Statement of such apprehension is however true or false . . . (p. 183, my italics)




  Subtract, from Lewis’s argument for the substantial infallibilist thesis, the illusion of support that may be lent it by confusion with the trivial infallibilist thesis; the remainder is the argument that judgements about one’s immediate sensory experience are guaranteed to be true because they are so characterized as to exclude all possibility of error. And this argument is unconvincing. Indeed, it is potentially very misleading; for one cannot seriously suppose that Lewis thinks that the apprehensions in question are devoid of content. The judgement that I see what looks like a sheet of yellow paper is not empty; indeed, it is no weaker than the judgement that I see a sheet of yellow paper. (It is no harder to imagine a scenario in which the former is false and the latter true than it is to imagine a scenario in which the former is true and the latter false.) What is at stake must be not type but token certainty.6 The point must be about particular judgements of how things sensorily appear to one at the time of making the judgement; and the argument must be that, since the characterization of the content of the judgement in question restricts it to how things presently appear to one, such a judgement, involving no element of interpretation, can involve no element of misinterpretation of the experience it represents. (Or in other words, that if a judgment-token concerns only what is sensorily given to the subject at the time of his making this judgement, and not how it is taken, there is no possibility of mistake.) But this is quite inconclusive in the absence of an argument to show that there are any judgements which simply report one’s immediate experience and involve no element of interpretation.


  If this is right, Lewis’s only argument for the substantial infallibilist thesis fails; but of course this does not in itself have any tendency to show that the substantial infallibilist thesis is false. Nevertheless, I think it is. Judgements about how things presently sensorily seem to one, on the rare occasions they are actually made, are no doubt usually true; but not, I think, invariably or necessarily so. Consider the ophthalmologist’s test in which a patient is presented with a fan of lines of equal thickness, as in figure 2.1, and asked whether the lines look all of the same thickness, or whether the lines on the left, in the centre, or on the right look thicker. The question is not whether the patient is inclined to think that some of the lines are thicker—he may well be quite aware, as I was when subjected to this test, that they are all of the same thickness. The question is strictly about appearances, about whether any of the lines look thicker. (The purpose of the test is to detect astigmatism; if there is no astigmatism, the lines will look, as they are, of equal thickness; but if there is astigmatism, some lines will look thicker than others.) Now, it is common for patients to hesitate, to be unsure which, if any, lines look thicker; and it is standard routine for them to be asked this question more than once (looking through the same lens) to allow for the possibility of mistake. It is acknowledged that there is, for example, a possibility of wishful thinking—that the patient’s judgement that the lines now look of the same thickness may be influenced by his hope that this is, at last, the right correction. Sometimes, looking at the same diagram through the same lens, the patient will give first one answer, and then, very shortly afterwards, another. It is acknowledged that it is possible that the way the lines look may change, even over a very short period, because of abnormal muscular adjustment; but if this is the case, other tests should confirm it.7
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  FIGURE 2.1


  From what Lewis says in response to Goodman, it can be assumed that his reaction to this


  

  

  

  II


  

  

  

  
     



  

  

  

 
    



  

  

 
    



  

 
    



  

  

  

  

  


   



  

  III


  

 
    



  

 
    



  

 
    



  

 
    



  

  

  

  

  

 
    



  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_015]

  
  

  


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_014.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_013.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
expanded edition

evidence
and
mnquiry

a
pragmatist
reconstruction
of

epistemology

susan haack





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_015.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_011.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





