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This dissertation attempts to present and develop in a systematic way one of 

the central issues in contemporary epistemology that concerns the notion of 

justification as it applies to empirical knowledge. The particular issue is 

about the two alternative approaches to justification: (1) foundationalism 

and (2) coherentism and their reconciliation .The former claims that· our 

non-basic beliefs are ultimately justified by our basic beliefs; the latter is the 

view that any of our knowledge claims is justified from within a coherent 

system. This presupposes an understanding of what justification is. In 

Chapter I, the concept is introduced and discussed from different angles. 

Chapter II is a detailed discussion of foundationalism as a theory of 

justification followed by a critical discussion of it in Chapter III. In Chapter 

IV a critical statement of the coherentist alternative is proposed. The main 

thrust of this working, attempting to bring the two conflicting theories 

closer, incorporating the truths in each, is undertaken in Chapter V. This 

chapter is crucial in many ways, in the light of Susan Haack's innovative 

theory, Foundherentism. This chapter is important not only because it 

contains an overview of contemporary discussions in epistemology but what 

is more important, it contains the conclusion of this work. 

The topic of this dissertation concerns a problem in the history of 

epistemology which started from the fifties of the last century and is being 

pursued even today with great zeal under a different garb, e.g., the 

internalism-externalism controversy. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

SECTION I 

We are always making claims to know, and are engaged in finding things 

out. Justification is the process of giving grounds for knowledge-claims or 

subjecting our knowledge-claims to tests. This may involve providing 

different kinds of ground for different claims or for the same claim in 

different contexts. One may give documentary evidence for historical 

claims, or may justify the results of calculation by redoing the procedures, or 

may justify that "this is red" by pointing to a colour-chart. In each case, he 

supports a claim. In the literature on epistemology justifying a knowledge

claim is primarily justifying a belief, even though we also talk about the 

justification of a statement, a claim, a proposition or a hypothesis. 1 

Since beliefs are contestable and hence, lack truth-absorption in 

different degrees, it is necessary to provide justification for them. Providing 

· justification is a process of supplying reasons or evidences to maximize the 

reasonableness of beliefs. Knowledge does not require justification. That is, 

to know that p is to know that p is true. Knowledge in that sense is truth

owning. So there is hardly any expectation that the knower must justify his 

knowledge. When S knows that p, he knows that p is true and therefore, he 

does not feel it necessary to justify his knowledge. It is also odd to demand 

of the knower the reason for his knowing that p. The knower is expected to 
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answer the question only if he understands it as asking for why he claims to 

know that p. One's knowing that p is different from one's claiming to know 

thatp? 

A knowledge-claim can go wrong, and consequently, withdrawn, but. 

knowledge cannot be said to be false and withdrawable. Since a claim is 

likely to be defeated, knowledge is in a stronger epistemic position than a 

knowledge-claim. Hence, a man who claims to know must justify why what 

he claims to know is true. Here the knowledge-claim that p is true needs 

justification, as he might be making a false claim because of some false 

evidences. That is why it is said that knowledge differs from knowledge

claims. Knowledge is self-complete, and non-defeasible. It also excludes 

doubt, lack of conviction and other subjective attitudes which are non

epistemic factors pertaining to the knower's mind. Knowledge that p is 

really knowledge that p is true. Thus truth belongs to knowledge. To state 

the matter as J.L. Austin does: "When I say "I know", I give others my 

word: I give others my authority for saying that'S is P' ."3 In other words, I 

tender my authority or vouchsafe for the truth of'S is P'. That is to say, 

knowledge logically guarantees the truth-condition satisfaction and 

therefore, needs no jqstification. That is to say, knowledge that p is really 

what is called truth-owning. Knowledge logically guarantees the truth 

condition-satisfaction and therefore, need no justification. Austin's view 

suggests an important clue to an answer to the problem raised in the 

Theaetetus as to how to differentiate between 'saying, of a man, that he has 

true opinion that p, and saying of him that p falls within his cognizance,' 
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Questions of justification presuppose a valid distinction between 

knowledge and true belie, belief, which is not knowledge. In other words, it 

is presupposed that it is possible to have true belief with respect to a certain 

topic without having knowledge with respect to that topic. Justification is 

essential to this distinction. Other terms such as 'warrant', 'ground', 'reason' 

as also 'evidence', 'making evident', 'credibility' or 'reasonableness ' are in 

use, and we may fall back upon some of these from time to time. 

At the level of common sense, there· is hardly any trace of a general 

doubt about the accuracy of our empirical beliefs, nor any suggestion tha~ 

our confidence in the accuracy of our beliefs is unfounded or irrational. 

Doubts and uncertainty are relatively rare and localized. But our efforts to 

explain what our reasons for our beliefs actually involve and even how the 

reasons substantiate the belief a tum out to beliefs tum out to be fraught with 

grave difficulties and beyond the ken of common sense. 

It is largely in response to these difficulties that epistemology has 

lately found itself in a state of almost 'unparalleled· ferment.' Among the 

questions that have preoccupied them, the most focal one is: How, if at all, 

are our empirical beliefs about the world re epistemologically justified? 

Questions about justification attract the lion's share of epistemological 

discussions today. Although the question of justification has arisen in the 

context of belief or of knowledge-claims, a profuse literature has come up on 

the problem of justification itself. This has assumed such a proportion that 

discussions on the concept and theories of justification have outweighed the 

discussion on knowledge, it seems. Accordingly, even though, epistemology 
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is used to be called the theory of knowledge, to our mind, the most 

significant feature of contemporary epistemology is that this label has 

become inappropriate. It is much more accurate to describe recent 

epistemology as the theory of justification. Many philosophers are of the 

opinion that there is hardly any difference between a theory of knowledge 

and a theory of justification, for justification is the main subject matter of a 

theory of knowledge. The shift from 'knowledge' to 'justification' results 

from the serious doubt about the possibility of attaining the kind of certainty 

that knowledge has been taken to involve. Accordingly, it is held by 

. epistemologists that a theory of knowledge is expected to lay down the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for the justification of a belief. It is 

expected to answer the question: What are the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a belief's justification? 

Regarding our above comments about epistemology's growmg 

engagement with problems of justification we may state a couple of 

observations of epistemologists, which go to support our contention. 

Roderick Chisholm, one of the leading epistemologists of our time, observes 

that theory of justification constitutes the central part of the theory of 

knowledge. In his words, "The theory of knowledge could be said to have as 

its subject matter the justification of belief, or, more exactly, the justification 

of believing. "4 John L. Pollock says ina similar vein that the main task of 

theory of knowledge is to spell out the justificatory statements in different 

areas of knowledge. "The fundamental problem of epistemology is to 

explain what is it that justifies us in making the kind of knowledge claims 

that we do customarily make. "5 Pollock, who admits an intellectual debt to 

Chisholm, attempts to spell out when is it that our justified beliefs constitute ' 
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knowledge. The major thrust of Pollock's view is that beliefs are best 

analyzed in terms of their justification conditions. He distinguishes between 

two problems. The first is to state what the justification conditions are in an 

area of our knowledge. The second is to prove that what we consider to be 

the justification conditions really are the justification conditions. Pollock 

says that the second of these problems has generally interested 

epistemologists more than the first. In other words, the problem of 

epistemology has been identified by Pollock with the second of the above 

two problems.6 

Robert Ackermann, in his review of Pollock's Knowledge and 

Justification says, "In spite of its title, this book is about justification and 

only very indirectly about knowledge. Pollock accepts the view that 

knowledge is justified true belief .. . [W]hat the reader will find is an 

extensive, closely argued attempt to spell out when it is that our beliefs are 

justified ... "7 

Keith Lehrer argues that both the correspondence and coherence 

theories of truth "can be reinterpreted" as theories of "how we determine the 

truth of a statement, and as so constructed, each would become a theory of 

justification. "8 

The philosophical or theoretical preoccupation with problems of 

justification may be explained as a response to the skeptic's calling into 

question our claims to truth or certainty of our knowledge claims, and there 

is a long philosophical tradition that connects knowledge with some kind of 
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certainty. Skepticism is an inalienable concern of theory of knowledge, and 

the epistemologist has to take the sceptic seriously in his stride. 

Skepticism has been stated in different ways. The most militant 

version of it is the thesis that no one ever knows anything about anything. 

By skepticism, for our purpose, we do not mean this particular form of 

skepticism - this extreme type of it. If it is true, then, there is no need to 

argue it out. With no chance of our having known anything anyway, why 

should we bother to fill pages with yet another attempt to show that we do 

know? That will be a pointless and futile exercise. Refuting the extreme 

skeptic will be a task like that of pushing a block of stone up the tip of the 

hill. The stone will not stay there and roll down the hillside, and this will be 

repeated trial after trial. Hence, by skepticism, we shall understand the thesis 

that no one can offer sufficient justification for believing anything, or no one 

is reasonable in believing anything. It is· this type of skeptical challenge 

questioning the sufficiency of our justification for believing, or calling into 

question the reasonableness of our beliefs that forms the background in 

which theories of justification are offered. It may, then be said that the 

process of providing justification is also performing the task of answering 

the skeptic implicitly or explicitly. Unless the skeptic is overcome, the status 

of our knowledge-claims remains precarious. 

It must be clear that by justification in the present context we mean 

epistemic justification, i.e., knowledge-relevant justification, indicating 

'epistemic worth' of beliefs. Controversy focuses on the meaning of 

'justification' as well as on the substantive conditions for a beliefs being 

justified in a way appropriate to knowledge. 
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What, then, are the chief characteristics of epistemic justification? 

When we talk of justification of a belief, we mean epistemic justification of 

it. We have already stated that. The point of repeating this is that, beliefs 

can, of course, be justified from non-epistemic points of view, namely, 

political, economical, psychological, sociological, historical, 

commonsensical, prudential, etc. These, however, are not our concern here. 

Before we proceed farther, we must clarify one point. The request for 

justification of beliefs or knowledge-claims may be ambiguous. It may be a 

request for grounds for what is claimed, that is, a showing that p is justified, 

when the utterance is of the form of p or "I know that p." It may also be a 

request for the justification of this speech-act whereby p is claimed to be 

justified, e.g., a showing that the utterance serves a purpose, does not offend, 

etc. This is the difference between "I said 'Mary was kind' because she 

gives to charity" and "I said 'Mary was kind' because I wanted to please 

her." Only the first example is one of giving grounds for p, i.e., 'Mary is 

kind.' We shall be concerned with justification in this sense. In the next 

section, that is, Section II, we shall state and explain the characteristics of 

epistemic justification. But before we proceed to do that we may consider 

the distinction between justification and explanation. 

To explain something we provide reasons. To justify is also to provide 

reasons. But not all giving of reasons may be counted as justifying · 

something. Let us illustrate this point. I see a dog, which I think, is 

dangerous. So I feel afraid and run away. But this cannot be looked upon as 

a justification. For justification of p is made on the basis of evidence. Given 

e, p. We may say, p is derivable from e. This relation of derivation is not 
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available in case of explanation. The relation between my fear and my 

running away is not of this sort. It cannot be the conclusion of an argument. I 

could correctly report the situation in such words as this, "The dog was 

dangerous and so I felt afraid and ran away. I ran away because the dog was 

dangerous." The conjunction 'and' and the conjunctives 'and so' and 

'because' express not the relation of a conclusion to its premise but almost a 

psychological relation between the judgment on the one hand, and the 

feeling and action, on the other. My feeling afraid follows from my thinking 

the dog to be dangerous. And so if I am persuaded to believe that the dog 

was not dangerous my feeling towards it could no longer be described as 

fear. So explanation is psychological and causal, not the relation of evidence 

and justification. 

It may be possible to claim that in some cases to explain a state-of

affairs, it is necessary that a proposition representing the state-of-affairs be 

derivable from another set of propositions representing particular states-of

affairs and some general law-like propositions. But this should not be 

confused with justification of a belief. For example, a person can be justified 

in believing that the phases of the moon are correlated with the height of 

tides without being able to explain that correlation. One can be justified in 

believing that there has been such a correlation without being able to derive 

the proposition, representing the proposition from some more fundamental 

law-like propositions about the effect of the relative positions of the Sun, the 

Moon and the Earth upon the Moon's appearance and the Earth's oceans. 

Justifying the knowledge-claim that p is one thing, fully explaining it is 

another.9 
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Even when we assume that explanation affords justification, that is, it 

is justification-affording such that if X explains Y for P at t, then X justifies Y 

for P at t it does not commit us to much. It does not commit us to saying, 

even in the case of justification-affording explanations, that X' s explaining 

of Y is a justification of Y by X The reason is that X might justify Y for P on 

grounds independently of the explanation of Y by X Even if the grounds are 

not independent, still the explanation need not be a justification, but only 

affords or provides materials for the construction of a justification. If X 

explains Y for P at t then there is some justification or other of Y by X for P 

at t provided the conditions of inferential justification are satisfied - the 

conditions such as at time t (a) P believes Y; (b) P is justified in believing X; 

(c) P believes that X adequately supports Y; (d) P believes Y because he 

believes that X adequately supports Y; (e) X believes Y because he believes 

both X and (e) X adequately supports Y; and (f) there is no defeater, that is, 

no statement Z such that P is justified in believing both Z and that (X and Z) 

does not adequately support Y. 10 

Such a case would count as justification and there remains hardly any 

need of a justification-affording explanation. It will be superfluous. 

However, explanation does play a role in justification. There is the 

theory of explanatory coherence. But it is not the explanation of an isolated 

belief. The explanation pertains to a system of beliefs. We shall have 

occasion to discuss that in the context of the coherence theory of 

justification. 
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Section II 

In this section we shall state and explain the characteristics of epistemic 

justification. 

A. The question of epistemic justification arises from the epistemological 

concern, namely, "What is it for?" "Why do we want it?" and such like. The 

most common answer has been that we need such a notion for our analysis 

of knowledge. Having knowledge is having more than true beliefs. There are 

some further properties that distinguish mere true belief from knowledge. It 

is still widely held that justification is one of these properties, if not the only 

one, then having justified true belief brings us at least one step closer to it 

than having mere true beliefs. Now our question becomes: "What 

contribution does being ·justified make towards having knowledge?" The 

answer to this becomes clearer when we consider some cases of true beliefs 

that fail to count as knowledge. Suppose I am a businessman and that I have 

strong evidence that my partner is embezzling a good amount of money 

from our company. However, I do not want to be involved in bitterness with 

my partner. So I invent an implausible explanation as evidence convincing 

myself that my partner is innocent, and thereby relieve myself of the 

unpleasant task of getting involved in conflict with my partner. Finally, 

suppose that my partner is not really guilty. One of the clerks was 

embezzling the money. My partner was very cleverly framed. I believe that 

my partner is innocent and I am correct. Nevertheless, I do not know that he 

-is. Here I have a true belief that does not qualify for knowledge. The fact 

that the belief is true is mostly due to chance. My belief merely happens to 

be true. This possibility that our beliefs can be true "by chance" leaves us 
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unsatisfied with an account of knowledge as mere true belief. Accordingly, 

the notion of justification is employed to prevent these instances to be 

counted as instances of knowledge. Justification, then, acts as a filter. It 

sieves true beliefs that are too much due to 'chance', while passing the rest 

on to count as candidates for knowledge. 

There is a general consensus among epistemologists regarding the 

fundamental purpose of epistemic justification. We may quote passages 

which are indicative of this general agreement among epistemologists. 

1. At the other extreme would be those cases in which a belief is true, 

though utterly without warrant. Here the agent, although not wrong in his 

belief, is right through no particular merit of his own, his belief has the 

character of a lucky guess; its truth is accidental, relative to his doxastic 

state. 11 

2. But true belief is not sufficient for knowledge, at least, in the strict 

sense of 'know'. If it is just accident that you are right about p, then you do 

not know that p, even if you are correct in believing it. One proposal for 

strengthening the requirements is to add a justification requirement. 12 

3. But knowledge is more than mere true belief. For your belief that it is 

raining could be true even if you didn't know that it is raining. Perhaps you 

have simply made a lucky guess. What, then, must be added to true belief to 

get knowledge ... ? The traditional or classical answer ... is that knowledge is 

justified true belief. 13 
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The above quoted three passages represent an impressive consensus 

regarding the purpose of epistemic justification. The idea common to all 

three passages is to show that the central purpose of justification is to 

disallow a true belief to be counted as epistemologically sanctioned if it is 

arrived at in an 'accidental' or 'lucky' way. And this is the common starting 

point of any conception of justification to come into play as also the 

common goal. 

In this respect, one standard maneuver is to begin talking about means 

and end and fmish off with truth as end and justification as the means to it. 

Employing Gilbert Ryle's distinction between two categories of expression 

in The Concept of Mind, 14 the 'task' words and the 'achievement' words, we 

may venture to say that justification procedure, as the task, has truth as its 

outcome. Achieving truth is an achievement like winning a race; it is the 

goal of the procedure or process of justification, which is a task, like running 

a race. Just as success or failure in a race depends on how we run, so also 

· whether we end in finding truth or not depends on our manner of providing 

justification. The essential feature of epistemic justification is that it is truth

conducive: to justify a belief is to link it to some feature (features) that 

increases (increase) the likelihood of its being true. This is the view of 

Roderick Chisholm15
, Keith Lehrer16

, Laurence BonJour17 and Richard 

Foley18
, among others. Indeed, if truth were 'immediately ... accessible' to 

us, the question of justification would have lost its point. In the words of 

Bonjour: 

If truth were somehow immediately ... accessible . . . so 

that one could in all cases opt simply to believe the truth, 
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then the .concept of justification would be of little 

significance and would play no independent role in 

cognition . . . The basic role of justification is that of a 

means to truth, a more directly attainable mediating link 

between our subjective starting point and our objective 

goals. 19 

. This, however, needs explanation, and for the explanation, let us turns 

to what Chisholm has to say on the matter. He says that the term 'justify' in 

its application to a belief is used as a term of epistemic appraisal. The term 

"epistemic appraisal" is crucial for our purpose. It implies two things: (1) 

justification is a kind of evaluation, appraisal or assessment. The concept of 

justification is like the concepts of validity and rightness and unlike 

descriptive concepts such as ripeness or sweetness; (2) the evaluation is 

epistemic in nature aimed at discerning truth from falsity. According to 

Chisholm, epistemic justification of a belief is characterised by the aim of 

maximizing truth and minimizing falsity. But how shall we compare the 

weightage of truth and falsity? There are epistemologists who maintain that 

even a single falsity in a body of knowledge spoils or threatens to outweigh 

the importance of a large number of true beliefs. So we shall not leave room 

for a single case of falsity in our body of knowledge. There is a positive 

relation between justification and truth for, the aim of justification is to 

ensure truth. This distinguishes epistemic justification from other kin~s of 

justification. 

Chisholm, in his Theory of Knowledge and later writings, is very explicit 

about this relationship, that is, the relationship between justification and 
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truth. Following William James20
, he speaks of a two-fold relation between 

epistemic justification and truth. There is a trivial sense in which 

justification is related to truth. When we say that S is justified in believing 

that p, what we mean is that S is justified in believing that p is true. That 

means p is what the case is, p is a fact and not a myth or fiction. There is a 

non-trivial sense too~ It means a person must do his utmost to seek truth and 

shun or avoid falsity. We are to believe only what is justified to us, and not 

to believe what is not justified to us. If our goal is to avoid falsity and attain 

truth, then we should accept only those propositions for the truth of which 

we have reasons or adequate evidence. 

In Chisholm's words: 

Each person, then, is subject to two quite different 

requirements in connection with any proposition he 

considers: (1) he should try his best to bring it about that 

if that proposition is true then he believes it; and (2) he 

should try his best to bring it about that if that proposition 

is false then he does not believe it. 21 

According to Chisholm, these two seemingly opposite goals, seeking 

truth and avoiding falsity, are reconciled in our daily life. Doing this is a part 

of epistemic responsibility. 

According to Laurence BonJour, knowledge reqmres epistemic 

justification and the distinguishing characteristic of this particular species of 
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justification lies. in its essential or internal relation to the cognitive goal of 

truth. 

. .. a satisfactory defence of a particular standard of 

epistemic justification must consist in showing it to be 

truth-conducive, that is, in showing that accepting beliefs 

in accordance with its dictates is likely to lead to truth. 

Without such a meta-justification a proposed standard of 

epistemic justification lacks any underlying rationale. 

Again, 

To insist that a certain belief is epistemically justified 

while confessing in the same breath that this fact about it 

provides no good reason to think that it is true, would be 

to render nugatory the whole concept of epistemic 

justification. 22 

Keith Lehrer is of the view that both rationalism and emptnctsm 

conceive of justification as being "a guarantee of truth". According to him: 

Since one condition of knowledge is truth, it follows that 

no belief constitutes knowledge unless it is true. Thus, if 

our justification fails to guarantee the truth of what we 

believe, then it may leave us with a fals~ belief. In that 

case we lack knowledge. So justification sufficient to 
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ensure us knowledge must guarantee the truth of what we 

believe.23 

In the account we are considering, justification seems to have 

instrumental value. Instead of justification as having value independently of 

truth, perhaps we will find its value in its relationship to truth: truth as the 

goal of enquiry and justification as the means to it. This may be contrasted 

with another maneuver which does not seek to clarify justification in terms 

of truth. It claims instead that it is itself valuable independently of any 

relation it might have to the goal of having true beliefs. Roderick Firth 

advocates such a view in "Epistemic Merit: Intrinsic and Instrumental".24 

Since we are dealing with epistemic justification or justification of belief, . 

and truth is our objective or goal, we cannot delinkjustification from truth or 

ensuring truth. 

However, the questions remain: How does justification lead to truth? 

What is it for a belief to be justified? First, a belief is justified, and is, 

therefore, true, if it is based on adequate grounds - grounds, which are 

sufficiently indicative of the truth of the belief. These grounds may be both 

propositional and non-propositional in character. Among non-propositional 

grounds, sensation or some immediate experience of the believer is 

considered to be the most appropriate for the role of justifier. C.I.Lewis 

seems to have advocated this doctrine quite early when he writes: 

" ... ultimately no one can have any ground for his beliefs which does not lie 

within his experience. "25This is also the view of Chisholm. Quine says that 

"The stimulation of his sensory receptors is all the evidence anybody has 

had to go, ultimately, in aiming at his picture of the world."26 The 
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propositional grounds, on the other hand, appeal to set of beliefs alone as the 

justifier of beliefs. A coherentist philosopher like Keith Lehrer, categorically 

says that the grounds of justified beliefs are always some other beliefs. 

He writes: 

· In whatever way a man might attempt to justify his 

beliefs, whether to himself or to another, he must always 

appeal to some belief. There is nothing other than one's 

belief to which one can appeal in the justification of 

belief. There is no exit from the circle of one's beliefs.27 

Second, we may further add that these grounds must not be defeated 

or overridden by other grounds. To strengthen justification is really to take 

precaution that the justification of a belief, said to be known, is not defeated 

in any way. Defeasibility of a belief may be due to lack of adequate 

evidence, it may be due to falling back upon false evidence or it may be due 

to relying upon a masquerader - an evidencer which has nothing to do with 

the justification of the belief in question. Evidences, we all agree, are 

defeasible or capable of being overridden. This possibility of there being 

evidence going counter to the evidence one has for justifying one's belief 

cannot be ruled out. Hence, providing justification should preclude defeating 

counter-evidence, that is to say, the body of one's evidence should not 

include evidence that makes the hitherto evident belief non-evident. 

There are philosophers who have held that the epistemic justification 

of a belief is determined by the quality of the believer's evidence for the 
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belief - the doxastic attitude that a person is justified in having is the one 

that fits the person's evidence. It has been dubbed as evidentialism.28 It is so

called because it serves to indicate the kind of notion of justification that we 

take to be characteristically epistemic - a notion that makes justification tum 

. entirely on evidence. Evidence here includes experiential as well as doxastic 

evidence. Evidentialism, however, comes into conflict with several theses 

about justification in recent literature on epistemology, which cast doubt on 
. . 

it. Broadly speaking, these theses imply that epistemic justification depends 

upon the factors of one's control over one's belief formation, upon the 

cognitive capacities of persons or upon information-gathering practices that 

lead to the doxastic practices. In contrast, evidentialism asserts that the 

epistemic justification of an attitude depends only on evidence. 

Evidentialism is about the epistemic evaluation of attitudes given the 

evidence one does have, however one comes to possess that evidence. 

Consequently, the doxastic attitudes that result from carrying out the 

intellectual requirements that Chisholm identifies - S' s trying his best to 

bring it about that S believes p at t if p is true - will not be epistemologically 

justified attitude according to evidentialism; nor will be Komblith's view 

about epistemic obligations that we are obligated to seek the truth and gather 

evidences in a responsible way. 

Though evidentialism is taken by its proponents to be the view about 

the nature of epistemic justification with the most initial plausibility, yet it 

looks surprising and indeed innovative. Its main primitive concept - that of 

basing an attitude on a body of evidence is reasonably clear. But its claim 

that "it continues to be the best view of epistemic justification" needs to be 
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taken with a bit of caution. However, it may be necessary to be open to new 

ideas, to think of new issues and to consider a variety of opinions about new 

Issues. 

In the process of providing justification, taking caution to eliminate 

defeaters, brings us to the subject's or the knower's position in the 

knowledge-situation, particularly, in its relation to fact. And to accomplish 

this we have to see if the believer is justified in believing what she does 

believe. There is no royal road from simply believing to the truth of what is 

believed. We have to ascertain the subject's credentials for justification. 

Thus, to justify a belief is, typically, to marshal evidence, offer and defend 

one's credentials as a reliable person or rather a judge in the matter in 

question, explain away apparent counter-evidence, and so on. Justifying, in 

other words, is just grounding; broadly conceived, showing that one's beliefs 

are likely to be true. An account of justification that does not make this 

aspect absolutely fundamental is, therefore, either not an account of 

epistemic justification at all or, is seriously flawed. 

Even though the grounding requirement prioritizes evidence over 

personal justification, grounding over responsibility, yet, there is scope for 

doubt whether the latter two can be so treated. For, the subject has to be an 

epistemologically responsible agent. As such she does her best to arrive at 

beliefs which are true and avoid ones which are false. In this respect, she is, 

we may say, the counterpart of the moral agent who strives to bring about 

good and avoid evil. We shall presently come back to the strong analogy 

between the ethical and the epistemic in connection with the structural 

similarity between the ethical justification of actions and the epistemic 
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justification of beliefs. Let us note at this juncture that someone· is justified 

by dint of being epistemologically responsible. If so, then we must 

investigate the genesis of the subject's belief. What led her to have it, and 

what sustains it? Has she met the appropriate canons of intellectual 

responsibility and performance? In other words, the question is whether she 

has met the requirements of responsible belief formation. On the other hand, 

given a belief, we can seek the evidence that will support its truth. In such 

cases, even if our aim is to evaluate a belief that someone happens to have, 

we must establish the existence of evidence or of reason that adequately 

supports the truth of what she believes. In such cases, the target of our 

appraisal is an actual "object" of belief. This has led to the distinction 

between subjective justification and objective justification to which we shall 

return below. 

The view of epistemic justification, which relies on the notion of 

epistemic responsibility, has been clarified by Keith Lehrer. According to 

him: 

A man may believe things because of the comfort it gives 

him, because of greed~ because of hate, and so forth. 

Such beliefs may be totally irrelevant to the question of 

what the man is completely justified in believing. It is 

only these beliefs which he would retain in an impartial 

and disinterested search for truth that sustains 

justification aimed at veracity. Hence, for justification 

with truth as the objective, the doxastic system of a man 

must be suitably corrected. 29 
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A little further on, Lehrer says that from the corrected doxastic system 

every statement, which the subject would not believe as an impartial and 

disinterested truth seeker, is to be deleted. He then says, "I shall hereafter . 

refer to such impartial, and disinterested truth-seekers as veracious 

inquirers. 30 

Lehrer's analysis of justification as coherence is based on the beliefs 

of a veracious man. 

B. In the literature, there is a distinction made between subjective and objective 

epistemic justification. David Copp, in a different context, has 

proposed the following: 

... claims about subjective justification are claims to the 

effect that a person is (really) justified in believing a 

proposition given her (actual) epistemic situation; claims 

about objective justification are claims to the effect that a 

proposition is justified given the arguments, evidences 

and considerations that support its truth.31 

Objective and subjective epistemological justifications are obviously 

related, according to him. For if there is an argument or evidence that 

adequately supports the truth of a proposition then if a person believes it, 

and believes it because he knows the argument or evidence, and knows that 

the argument or evidence supports the truth of the proposition, then he is 

justified in believing the proposition. 32 The distinction has also been 

differently drawn by philosophers such as, John Pollock, William Alston, 
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Hillary Comblith, Paul Moser, Jonathan Knanvig, Alvin Goldman and 

Richard Feldman and Peter Unger.33 We shall state the distinction made by 

some among them. John Pollock has distinguished, for example, between 

"What a person should believe given what are in fact good reasons for 

believing things, and what a person should believe given his possibly 

mistaken beliefs about reasons."34 Richard Feldman has proposed that "What 

is objectively justified for a person ... is what the person really has good 

reasons to believe, and what is subjectively justified is what the person has 

good reasons to think is objectively justified."35 Goldman, in his 

Epistemology and Cognition36 makes this classification in terms of apparent 

justification and real justification. When the given belief of a cognizer is 

permitted by a correct system of justificatory rules, and this permission is 

not undermined by S' s cognitive state at t it is really justified. But when a 

cognizer believes, even believes justifiably, that this belief is permitted by a 

correct system of rules, even though it is not so permitted, then his belief is 

apparently justified. Goldman observes that this distinction is "more 

commonly marked by the phrases 'objectively justified' and 'subjectively 

justified'". Peter Unger writes that the distinction between the subjective and 

the objective aspects of the phenomenon of epistemic justification amounts 

to little more than distinguishing between what are all of the objective facts 

of the situation, on the one hand, and what the agent knows, or justifiably 

believes, to be such facts, on the other.37 Unger's remarks suggest a 

similarity with Goldman's account, as does Alston's.38 

What this distinction, widely held by epistemologists, tends to show is 

that when the distinction is drawn in the most plausible way, it turns out that 
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subjective justification implies objective justification and that objectively 

justified beliefs are typically, but not always, subjectively justified as well. 

C. Current debates about the meanmg of 'justification' revolve round the 

question whether the concept of epistemic justification is normative or 

evaluative. It has been mentioned earlier that justification is an evaluative or 

normative affair implying a sort of assessment, appraisal or measuring. 

Measuring is significant only in connection with an appropriate goal, norm 

or value set up for that purpose. To my mind, such normativity was implicit 

in A.J. Ayer's construal of justification as 'right to be sure' .39 One has to 

earn the right with a view to distinguish a true belief from a mere guess. 

In ethics, the two dominant theories for evaluation of action and conduct are 

the teleological and the deontological theories. Since the fifties of the last 

century, Chisholm has defended the following deontological (obligation

oriented) notion of epistemic justification: the claim that a proposition p is 

epistemologically justified for one means that it is false that he/she ought to 

refrain from accepting p. In other words, to say that p is epistemically 

justified is to say that accepting p is epistemically permissible at least in the 

sense that accepting p is consistent with a certain set of epistemic 

principles. 40This deontological construal enjoys wide representation in 

contemporary epistemology. Even when Chisholm modifies his position in 

his later writings, he sticks to the deontological notion of justification. 

He writes: 

I have previously written incautiously that one's primary 

intellectual duties are to acquire truth and to avoid error. 

What I could have said is that one's primary intellectual 
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duties are to believe reasonably and avoid believing 

unreasonably. 41 

A normative construal of justification need not always be 

deontological; it need not use the notions of obligation and permissibility. 

William Alston has shown that there are cases where " ... a person is 

deontologically justified in his belief, but in a poor position to get the truth, 

and conversely, cases where a person is believing in a truth-conducive way 

but not deontologically justified in his belief'. 42 Alston has introduced a non

deontological, normative concept of justification that relies mainly on the 

notion of what is epistemically good from the point of view of maximizing 

truth and minimizing falsehood. He links epistemic goodness to a beliefs 

being based on adequate grounds in the absence of overriding reasons to the 

contrary. 43 

As an offshoot of this debate, epistemic justification, like that of 

evaluative justification, e.g., 'Why call X a good X?' etc., is regarded as 

signifying a supervenient or consequential property. 44 It means that any 

evaluation, whether in the moral or the non-moral context is dependent on 

certain non-evaluative characteristics which constitute the ground or reason 

for making the evaluation. R.M. Hare has said that 'good' is the name of a 

supervenient or consequential property.45To say "X is good", is to say that 

there is a conjunction of certain descriptive properties, say, p.q.r, which 

provides the reason for making the evaluation. These properties are not the 

defining properties of 'good' just as the properties of being a plane figure 

bounded by three straight lines, the sum total of the three angles being equal 

to two right angles are the defining properties of a triangle; these are the 
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'good-making' properties. The relation between 'good' and 'good-making' 

properties is not one of strict implication but the loose one of supervenience. 

Similar analysis is offered for saying that "X is right" or "One ought to do 

X". 

When applied to epistemic justification what this means is that 

justification of a belief is dependent upon or is the result of certain natural, 

non-evaluative properties of the belief. Unless a belief has some such 

properties it cannot have the property of being justified. When we assess a 

belief as unjustified on what basis do we do this? We do this on the basis of 

such ascription of natural properties. Suppose, my belief, "The Sun is 

shinning now" is a justified belief. Suppose, further, that my belief, "The 

number of male students in . my University is greater than the number of 

female students" is unjustified. But why? The difference is explained in 

terms of the difference in the natural properties of the beliefs. The former is 

produced by sense perception and the latter is a mere guess. This shows that 

if two beliefs, other things remaining the same, do not differ in their non

evaluative properties then they cannot differ in their evaluative properties, 

i.e., they must be equally justified or equally unjustified. The difference in 

their evaluative properties is consequent on their difference in some non

eva! uati ve properties. 46 

Also, the form and rationale of epistemic justification as being 

analogous to ethics has been shown in another way by. Jonathan E. Adler 

with reference to the universalizability principle. 47 Adler has formulated and 

defended a set of closely related epistemic principles which can decide the 

issue of defeaters of justification which must be excluded from knowledge. 
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Let us consider the principle: If A and B are in epistemically 

indistinguishable circumstances, and A does not know that p, then B cannot 

know that p. Adler considers the "does not" as factual and the "cannot" as 

evaluative or "ought". In ethics our intuition is that the same act cannot be 

right for one agent and not for another, unless there is a morally relevant 

difference between them. Analogously, we do not say that one agent fails to 

have knowledge and another succeeds, unless there is some epistemically 

relevant difference between them. Agents are m epistemically 

indistinguishable circumstances when they agree in all epistemically 

relevant factors, including evidence, background information, reasoning 

ability, etc. Suppose, A and B are in epistemically indistinguishable 

circumstances. Now, A's justification q for p is defeated by d Then B can be 

justified in believing that p if he can rule out the relevant defeater, d. 

D. Justification admits of degrees. All justified beliefs are not justified to the 

same degree. Chisholm 48 sets forth a hierarchy of a number of epistemic 

concepts which involves 13 epistemic categories signifying levels of 

justification. Starting with propositions which are probable, and moving up 

with propositions which are epistemically in the clear, beyond reasonable 

doubt, evident, obvious and at the top of the hierarchy are those propositions 

that are certain. Besides these six positive levels, there are six negative 

levels. In between is the zero level distinguished as counterbalanced. A 

proposition, according to Chisholm, is counterbalanced for a given subject 

when neither the proposition nor its negation has any positive degree of 

epistemic justification for that subject. Since beliefs undergo degrees of 

justification any and every belief cannot be elevated to the position of 

knowledge. A belief which is 'probable' is lower in epistemic status than a 
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belief which is 'evident' and a belief which is 'evident' is lower in epistemic 

status than a belief which is 'certain'. Fred Dretske49 speaks of a certain 

threshold of justification, which must be equaled or excelled in order to yield 

knowledge. This is something like the liminal intensity or threshold of 

intensity, which a stimulus must possess or cross to evoke a sensation. 

E. To say that S's belief that p is justified is not to say that S must have the 

justifying arguments in his possession right at the moment. What is required 

is that S must be in a position to state his justification if challenged. This is 

the minimum preparedness that we expect from a justified believer. Wilfred 

Sellars 5° links placing a state in 'the logical space of reasons' with 

'justifying or being able to justify what one says one knows'. It may be 

argued that much every day knowledge is "'grounded' in the unself

conscious exercise of recognition abilities and reporting dispositions" and so 

does not involve any strict justificatory processes. However, we surmise that 

even in these cases knowledge-claim is still in the logical space of reason in 

that it is open to well-motivated challenge; and if an appropriate challenge 

occurs, one must be able to meet it, or one's entitlement to knowledge 

lapses. 

F. The inferential connections are theoretical for the foundationalist 

philosophers but the possibility of other modes of inference cannot be ruled 

out. Our knowledge of the past is not always based on eye witness accounts. 

These are supplemented and often corrected by fossils, coins, records, and 

other data. By purely hypothetical inference we may be convinced that such 

and such things happened and the memory of the putative eye-witnesses. is 

mistaken. 
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Bruce Aune has claimed that ". . . if, in a critical philosophical spirit 

we wish to push to a deeper level of epistemic justification than is supplied 

by ordinary theoretical justifications, ... we shall have to consider the nature 

and possibility of ... practical epistemic justification ... " 51 He holds that we 

are often justified in holding some beliefs but are unaware of and unable to 

construct a theoretical justification for the belief. Practical justification can 

help ameliorate this deficiency. Aune gives the example of a rose-fancier 

who has the ability to easily identify familiar species of roses on sight. Such 

a person could easily identify Tropicana rose bush by the color of the bloom 

and the shape of the leaves. By virtue of her experience with such roses and 

warranted by the distinctive color of the flowers, the belief formed by the 

fancier is apt to be true, though she may be unable to provide a satisfactory 

justification for her belief. The point of bringing in practical justification is 

that S is justified in believing p, even if S is not aware of and, cannot 

construct a theoretical justification. On such occasions, denying justified 

belief to her, on theoretical grounds, is not proper. She has practical 

justification. 

Apart from what we have attempted to say above, other features of 

justification have been pointed out. Thus, justification has been classified in 

different ways. Distinctions have been drawn between (i) directly justified 

beliefs and indirectly justified beliefs by the foundationalists; (ii) justified 

beliefs are classified into prima facie and ultima facie. As most of these 

distinctions will be taken up in course of our elaboration of the theories of 

justification, we desist from discussing them in detail here to avoid 

repetition. 
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CHAPTER II 

THEORIES OF JUSTIFICATION 

FOUNDATIONALISM 

In this chapter and the next we shall concentrate on the two leading 

approaches to the nature ~f epistemic justification - the sides taken in the 

controversy: foundationalism and coherentism. We desist from discussing 

other forms of justification, for example, the reliabilist and the contextualist 

theories. The primary reason is that the theories under consideration, 

namely, foundationalism and coherentism represent the two most 

comprehensive and dominant theories of epistemic justification. The second 

reason, no less important, is the purpose at hand. We are trying to forge a 

compromise between these two rival theories. Accordingly, we deem it fit to 

concentrate on them, and thus, delimit the scope of our study. Lastly, 

although recent work in epistemology has made frequent references to 

reliabilist theory of justification, it has been dubbed by some as "weak 

foundationalism."1 Frederick Schmitt says that although falling under the 

rubric of "naturalized epistemology" reliabilism still smacks, to some extent, 

of foundationalism. Perhaps the basic statements dear to foundationalism 

simply are best characterized as the results of reliable processes.2 Jane Duran 

has argued that reliabilism, as formulated in contemporary literature, may 

indeed be thought of as an analogue to foundationalism. She concludes 

saying: "Foundationalism, like the emperor of the fairy tale, has appeared in 
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a set of new clothes. The new clothing is called reliabilism ... "3 

Contextualism is proposed as an alternative to both foundationalism and 

coherentism. It is a critique of both on the ground that they overlook the 

contextual parameters - social practice, standard of justification prevalent in 

a community, etc. - essential to justification. We have not discussed 

contextualism either as it does not pertain to the specific problem at issue in 

our context 

Foundationalism admits of considerable subsidiary varieties including 

radical foundationalism and modest foundationalism; coherentism yields 

subjectivist and objectivist species, among many others~ While we shall 

clarify these two theories in most general terms we shall also not lose sight 

of the varieties in each. 

It is worth noting that despite their many and sometimes vigorous 

disagreements, advocates of these two doctrines share a deeper commitment 

that binds them together as a community of inquirers. Knowledge for them 

all falls within a dimension of assessment, appraisal or evaluation, i.e., 

cognitive justification.· Just what the justification of belief is founded on is 

exactly what they disagree about. They agree that it is indeed founded on 

something, and take it their task to be developing a theory of such 

foundations. Ernest Sosa remarks, "They are thus all varieties of a kind of 

foundationalism that we may dub 'formal' to distinguish it from the only one 

substantive foundationalism, that is, only one of its instances, coherentism 

being another.4 It will be argued, in what follows, that each approach is 

fundamentally right from a particular point of view. Yet, each has a 

plausible core that can combine with the other. Consequently, an attempt 
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will be made to argue that this controversy is amenable to resolution. And a 

further attempt will be made to outline the resulting inclusive view. 

Section 1: Foundationalism 

Our primary task here is to spell out precisely what foundationalism is, i.e., 

define 'foundationalism' as a theory of empirical justification. 

Foundationalism is so-called because it conforms to the idea of knowledge 

as an edifice constructed on, and supported by a foundation. It is a theory 

about whether our beliefs have a secure foundation. It is often stated to be 

the-doctrine that knowledge has a structure like a building, the foundation of 

which supports all the rest, but itself does not need any support, at least, not 

of the structure, which is raised upon it. The foundation, of course, has to be 

secure enough to provide necessary support to the super-structure. The 

security is provided for by assuming that all beliefs that are justified are so 

by their relation to certain basic beliefs. Beliefs concerning basic facts are 

basic beliefs. According to Keith Lehrer, such theories of justification are 

called foundational "because they fit the metaphor of knowledge as an 

edifice supported by a foundation of basic beliefs."5 

A similar observation has been made by D.W. Hamlyn. He says: 

Philosophers have sought to make (the) foundation 

unshakable ... there is a tendency to think of the corpus 

of knowledge as a building that is rising upward, and that 

those who increase the stock of knowledge are building 
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additional stories on to the existjng rubric. If the 

foundations are not secure, the whole building will 

eventually come crashing to the ground. 6 

It is needless to add that by 'existing rubric' Hamlyn means 

something like the foundational beliefs. And while doubting whether this 

analogy does justice to the facts, he, nevertheless, avers that the architectural 

model is not without significance. The doubt about the foundation

superstructure model which is raised in a muted manner by Hamlyn has been 

forcefully stated by some other thinkers. And before we enter into our task 

of delineating the idea of foundationalism more fully we shall make an 

attempt in the initial point to state and tackle with the objection that has been 

raised with regard to the 'foundation' of foundationalism. 

An objection has been raised by Jonathan Knanvig7
, and is recounted 

by James A. Martin. It is as follows: 

An attempt to spell out precisely what foundationalism is, 

i.e., to define 'foundationalism' is deeply flawed. 

Foundationalism has no general nature, that given the 

metaphorical nature of 'foundationalism' and given that 

there can be no necessary and sufficient conditions for 

the application of a metaphor, there cannot be an 

adequate defmition of 'foundationalism'. 8 

Thus, it has been pointed out that the 'foundation' is pictorial, 

figurative, and metaphorical. The suggested consequence is that given the 
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metaphorical nature of 'foundationalism', looking for a defmition in terms of 

necessary and sufficient conditions is a pointless enterprise. In making this 

objection Knanvig has specifically in mind John Pollock9
, Roderick Firth, 10 

Mark Pastin11
, James Cornman12 and Alvin Plantinga.13 But the objection 

will be inclusive of the philosophers who have conceived foundationalism 

on the analogy of a structure on a foundation. 

Martin has rejected the central contention ofKnanvig's article that the 

fact that the idea of foundationalisrri is metaphorical rules out the possibility 

of there being necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of the 

idea. That is to say, it does not deprive basic beliefs are beliefs 

foundationalism of a general nature, or make it unsuited for a definition. 

And his answer to Knanvig is based on the function of metaphor in 

language. What is the point of using metaphor any way? According to 

Martin: 

When we use metaphor, it is ordinarily in a context 

which brings to prominence a particular set of features of 

the case being described. By using a metaphor we draw a 

sharp distinction between the appropriate and 

inappropriate features of the case in question - focusing 

on certain aspects, to make a fairly definite claim about 

it. The general context which occasions the foundations 

metaphor is epistemological discussion. One particular 

salient feature is typified by the regress argument. We 

come to believe that justifying one belief by a second, 

and that by a third, and the third by yet another and so on, 
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cannot go on to infinity or in circle. Something somehow 

which does not stand in need of justification by further 

beliefs seems essential. It is at this point the foundations 

metaphor makes its entrance. 14 

Thus, Martin makes the absolutely pertinent point that the context is here 

relevant. Metaphor is a sign of generality in language. It is the context, 

which determines which features of the case under consideration are 

relevant, which not. In the case under discussion, it is context which makes 

some features of fmdings relevant, and others not. Although some other use 

of a building type metaphor might focus on such things as size, colour, 

number of rooms, and the like, the epistemological use clearly centers on 

something else. "In the context of epistemological discussion, talk of support 

translates into talk of something like justification."15 

We wish to agree to Martin's view that many things can be imagined 

which fit with the understanding of the metaphor, but to meet the needs 

posed by epistemological problems it has been used to make fairly definite 

claims. The critique of foundationalism cannot dispute the aptness of the 

metaphor in this regard. Martin concludes his article saying: 

What has happened then, is that the diagnosis confuses 

claims made (about knowledge, or theories) via a 

metaphor, with claims made about the metaphor itself. 16 
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Having cleared the ground of an initial objection let us now embark 

on the task of explicating foundationalism as a theory of justification. It will 

not be irrelevant to devote a few sentences on the historical background. 

The classical argument for the v!ew that epistemic justification has a 

two-tier structure originates in Aristotle's Posterior Analytics. The argument 

for the existence of basic beliefs is due to Aristotle, although, he, certainly 

cannot be called a 'foundationalist' in the contemporary sense of the term. In 

Aristotle, the argument in its shortest form is that foundationalism is a 

correct account of the structure of justification since the alternative accounts 

fail. If the structure of justification is to avoid circularity, endless regresses, 

or unjustified starter-beliefs then foundationalism will be one of the most r 

compelling accounts of structure of knowledge and justification. This 

explains, at least, in part, why foundationalism has been very prominent 

historically, and still widely held in contemporary epistemology. Aristotle's 

argument is a special case of what is commonly called a regress argument. 

In the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle formulated the following argument for 

the existence of what he called "nondemonstrative knowledge". 

Whenever you know something, your knowledge 1s 

demonstrative (derived from premises) or 

nondemonstrative (gained without being derived from 

premises ).If what you know is derived from premises, 

you must know the premises themselves for it is 

impossible to derive knowledge from unknown premises. 

But if your knowledge of these premises is demonstrative 

again, it must be derived from a further set of premises 
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which in tum you have either known nondemonstratively 

or on the basis of yet another set of premises, and so 

forth. Hence, whenever you know something, your 

knowledge is either derived from an infinite set of 

premises, or ultimately grounded in nondemonstrative 

knowledge. Knowledge, however, cannot be derived 

from an infmite set of principles. Hence, if you know 

anything at all some of your knowledge must be 

nondemonstrative. 17 

Another example of classical foundationalism 1s Descartes' 

Meditations on First Philosophy. 18 In the Meditations, Descartes first sets 

out to identify those items for which there could not be any grounds for 

doubt. Having done so, he seeks to use these items as a basis for showing 

that other items are known as well. Descartes attempts to prove the existence 

of an external world from 'I think' and 'I exist' which are taken to· be 

foundational beliefs that are immediately justified and hence, of infallible 

certainty. Cartesian foundationalism is the view that our beliefs rest on the 

indubitability of the subjective dimension of the cogito. Here we have the 

privileged truth which is immune from the influence, not only of the natural 

doubt which one may feel concerning judgments about material things, but 

also of the hyperbolic doubt which is rendered possible by the fictitious 

hypothesis of the evil demon. Such a construal is regarded as radical 

foundationalism by William Alston m his "Two Types of 

Foundationalism".19 Descartes' foundationalism is currently not so popular 

because of the reason that the beliefs which may be infallible certainties, 

e.g., beliefs that 'I exist', 'I am thinking of the contents of the next chapter' 
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are extremely limited in number. They also lack sufficient substance to 

guarantee the certainty of our rich, highly inferential knowledge of the 

external world gained through our knowledge of physics, chemistry, 

biology, etc. Descartes also was not working with a true-justified-belief 

model of knowledge, which is germane to a theory of justification, 

foundationalism or coherentism or of any other variety. He rather required 

the indubitability or the infallibility of his foundations and not the 

immediately justified/free from infinite regress foundational beliefs. 

Section IT: Main Tenets of Foundationalism 

What are the mam tenets of foundationalism? Let us go back to the 

foundation-edifice model or metaphor we were talking about. To understand 

that foundation-edifice model or metaphor and to make it look less 

metaphorical we need to specify the mode of support involved. In 

contemporary discussions in epistemology, knowledge is thought of in terms 

of true justified belief (with or without further conditions); thus the mode of 

support involved is justification, and what gets supported is belief. 

One may ask at this point whether the foundation itself needs a 

foundation or support. F oundationalism will say that a foundation needs no 

further support in the sense that it is not justified by its relation to other 

justified beliefs; in that sense, it does not 'rest on' other beliefs. It is the 

foundation point without a foundation. Such a justificatory conception of 

foundationalism remains prevalent in the recent epistemological literature, 
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:(·. ·. 

by both its proponents and opponents. We may state some representative 

views as follows: 

Richard Fumerton: 

M. Steup: 

Foundationalism 1s a v1ew about the structure of 

justification or knowledge. The foundationalist's thesis in 

short is that all knowledge and justified belief rest 

ultimately on a foundation of non-inferential knowledge 

or justified belief. 20 

According to foundationalists, knowledge is structured 

like a building. They hold that, without foundational 

knowledge on which non-foundational knowledge rests, 

there couldn't be any knowledge at all.21 

Peter Klein: 

[A ]ll foundationalists think of warrant as ansmg 

autonomously in so-called basic propositions and being 

transferred to other propositions through permissible 

forms of inference. 22 

Robert Audi: 

Epistemological foundationalism is the view that "if ... 

one has any justified beliefs at all, then one has at lest 

one non-inferentially justified belief; any other justified 

belief one has is adequately justified by, and would not 

44 



be justified apart from its (positive) dependence on, at 

least one non-inferentially justified belief.23 

D. Howard-Snyder: 

A particular belief of a person is basic just in case it is 

epistemologically justified and it owes its justification to 

something other than her other justified beliefs or their 

interrelations; a person's belief is non-basic just in case it 

IS epistemologically justified but not basic. 

Foundationalists agree that if one has a non-basic belief, 

then - at rock bottom - it owes its justification to at least 

one basic belief. 24 

William Alston: 

Our justified beliefs form a structure in that some beliefs 

(the foundations) are justified by something other than 

their relation to other justified beliefs; beliefs that are 

justified by their relation to other beliefs all depend for 

their justification on the foundations. 25 

Alston states foundationalism in another way, by what he describes as, 

the "turning the 'foundation' metaphor on its head. "Every mediate justified 

belief stands at the origin of a (more or less) multiple branching tree 

structure at the tip of each branch of which is an immediate justified 

belief."26Two decades later he writes: The "most sober and most neutral 

epistemological sense" of the term 'foundationalism' "consists of viewing 

the overall epistemic structure of a particular subject's beliefs in the 
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following way. Some of the beliefs enjoy a PES {positive epistemic status} 

without being based on other beliefs, and hence without owing that status to 

their relation to other beliefs."27 

The above formulations show that there are two sorts of justified 

belief - mediately justified beliefs and immediately justified beliefs. When 

what justifies a belief is certain other justified beliefs so related to the first as 

to embody reasons or grounds for it, we may speak of mediately or 

indirectly justified beliefs. And where what justifies a belief does not include 

any such reference to· other justified beliefs for its justification or warrant, 

we speak of directly or . immediately justified beliefs. To revive the 

foundation-superstructure way of speaking; the latter group of beliefs is 

basic beliefs, which makes up a belief system's foundation, as opposed to 

the former group of beliefs, which is non-basic and makes up a belief 

system's superstructure. The beliefs that belong to the superstructure owe 

their justification ultimately to one or several beliefs in the foundation. 

Thus, Keith Lehrer, who combines both justification and refutation of 

foundationalism, characterizes it as a theory of justification "in which there 

are basic beliefs which are self-justified and neither refutable nor justifiable 

by non-basic beliefs and which justify or refute all non-basic beliefs that are · 

justified or refuted. These basic beliefs constitute the foundation of all 

justification."28It is clear that mediate justification rests on immediate 

justification, i.e. on immediately justified beliefs. What this means is that, 

although the other beliefs involved in the mediate justification of a given 

belief be themselves immediately justified, if we continue in determining in 

each stage how the supporting beliefs are justified, we will arrive sooner or 
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later, at directly justified beliefs. These immediately or directly justified 

beliefs, as we have stated above, are also called basic beliefs or foundational 

beliefs. Lehrer says: 

The foundational doctrine of foundation theories is that 

justification, whether it is self-justification of basic 

beliefs or derivative justification of non-basic beliefs, 

guarantees truth. 29 

Foundationalism may be taken to make the following claims: 

(i) There are basic beliefs or directly justified beliefs - beliefs that are in 

some sense justifiably held, without resting on further evidence. 

(ii) A given person has a stock of directly justified beliefs sufficient to 

generate chains of justification that terminate in the indirectly justified 

beliefs he has, ultimately settling upon the beliefs with which he started. So 

a belief is justified if it is either itself basic or inferentially connected in 

some appropriate way to other justified beliefs. 

We may notice that clause (ii) makes use of the idea of 'justified 

beliefs'. This may strike us as circular. In fact it is not. Rather, 

foundationalism treats the class of justified beliefs as specifiable recursively. 

To specify a class recursively, foundationalism holds that there are basic 

beliefs and there are justification transmitting inferential connections - every 

justified belief ultimately getting its justification from one or more basic 
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beliefs. This is the hard core which 1s common to all verswns of 

foundationalism. 

It is, however, a mistake to think that a given belief, p is justified 

by a single other belief, q, thus creating a single line of decent. Such a line of 

thinking ignores the complexity of the situation in which an empirical belief 

. is evaluated. Typically, the belief with which we start will rest on several 

beliefs, each of which will, in turn, rest on several other beli~fs such that if 

we try to visualize the situation, the picture that emerges is that of a multiple 

branching from the original belief. "Hence, every mediately justified belief 

stands at the origin of a tree structure at the tip of a branch of which is an 

immediately justified belief. "30 So it has been argued that it is misleading to 

consider the foundationalist's view of justification as essentially linear. 

The question is why we should regard some beliefs as ultimate or 

foundational. The main reason for holding foundational beliefs is to avoid 

vicious circle and infinite regress. Let us understand this. If S is justified in 

believing that p and if he depends on p 1 for the justification if p and again on 

p 2 for the justification of p3 and so forth, then there are two possibilities. 

First, if S' s set of beliefs is finite, justification of p ultimately rests on a 

vicious circularity. Suppose that the set contains as members beliefs from p 1
-

p 20
, then p 1might be justified by p 2

, p 2 by p 3 and so on with eventual 

circularity. The chain of justification produces a closed loop such that the 

belief that p is justified if the belief that p is justified. That leaves it 

completely open whether the belief that p is justified. Second, if S' s set of 

beliefs is not a finite set; justification of p leads to an infinite regress. When 

we are talking of indirect or mediate justification, it becomes a necessary 
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condition of such justification that the beliefs appealed to in justification be 

themselves already justified in some fashion: that an unjustified belief lends 

no credence to a belief that may follow from it. Now, the beliefs providing 

justification might also be justified indirectly, but such justification will 

introduce further beliefs, which have to be justified in some way. The 

justification of one belief would require the logically antecedent justification 

of one or more other beliefs, etc. This is a familiar problem, called "the 

regress problem." It implies that justification has no terminus no matter how 

far we extend it. In that case, the necessary condition for the mediate 

justification of the original belief is not satisfied. Hence, there must be 

terminally justified beliefs or basic beliefs to put an end to the regress. 

This vww 1s forwarded by both classical foundationalists like 

C.I.Lewis and modem foundationalists like Anthony Quinton, Arthur 

Danto31
, among others. Let us state one such representative view from 

Quinton: 

If any beliefs are to be justified at all ... there must be 

some terminal beliefs that do not owe their credibility to 

others. For a belief to be justified it is not enough for it to 

be accepted, let alone merely entertained; there must also 

be good reasons for accepting it. Furthermore, for an 

inferential belief to be justified the beliefs that support it 

must be justified themselves. There must, therefore, be a 

kind of belief that does not owe its justification to the 

support provided by others~ Unless this was so no belief 

would be justified at all, for to justify any belief would 
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require the antecedent justification of an infinite series of 

beliefs.32 

Keith Lehrer has stated explicitly that it is to prevent the possibility 

either of circularity or of regress that it is presumed that some beliefs have a 

foundational status. 

Although, these philosophers have argued out their vww m the 

context of an analysis of knowledge, the point they have made is equally 

relevant for a theory of justification. 

What emerges from the above is that foundationalism has two aspects 

which are intertwined: (1) specifying the nature and importance of the 

ultimately justifying beliefs - the basic beliefs and (2) explaining the nature 

of justification conferred by basic beliefs upon the non-basic ones. Conflict 

among the foundationalists turns on the differences regarding how they 

conceive of the two tasks. 

These two aspects represent two sets of principles of justification, 

v1z., generation principles and transmission principles. The generation 

principles explain how justification is generated in basic beliefs by virtue of 

the latter's possession of some special properties. The transmission 

principles explain how these basic beliefs transmit their justification to non

basic beliefs. James Van Cleve, to whom the distinction is due, puts it in the 

following manner: 
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Foundationalism often sets forth principles specifying the 

conditions under which propositions of various types are 

justified; usually called epistemic principles, they fall 

into two groups: principles that tell us that propositions 

of certain types are justified independently of their 

logical relations to other propositions, and principles that 

tell us that if some propositions are already justified, then 

any proposition that stand in such-and-such relations to 

them are also justified. Principles of the first sort I call 

generation principles, since they are principles whereby 

justification is generated in the first place, and those of 

the second sort I call transmission principles, since they 

are principles whereby justification is transmitted from 

some propositions to others. Generation principles are 

used to lay the foundations, transmission principles to 

erect the superstructure. 33 

According to him, Descartes' Clearness and Distinctness Rule is a 

generation principle. The best known list of non-deductive transmission 

principles, for him, is Chisholm's.34 

Section III: Forms of Foundationalism · 

There are many variants of foundationalism in recent epistemology, which 

differ from one another in important ways. Although, there is a general 

agreement among foundationalists regarding justification of beliefs, 

foundationalism has taken different forms. We shall attempt a brief sketch of 
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different types of foundationalism. Let us start with what is called the best 

example of foundationalism, the one offered by Roderick Chisholm. 

Chisholm's Foundationalism 

Chisholm has althrough defended the foundationalist theory of justification 

and has advanced what is perhaps the most carefully worked out version of 

foundationalism. He has refined foundationalism, which has characterized 

his approach to epistemology. There are three concepts which are basic to 

Chisholm's foundationalism. These are self-presenting states, basic 

propositions and directly evident propositions. There are some states of 

affairs that are self-presenting. A self-presenting state "is apprehended 

through itself."35 Again, "desiring, hoping, wondering, wishing, loving, 

hating may also be self-presenting."36 Propositions expressing these self

presenting states are called 'basic propositions'. Their epistemic state is that 

of being "directly evident". The relationship between the two, that is, 'self

presenting states' and 'directly evident' is stated by Chisholm thus: "if there 

is something that is 'directly evident' to a man, then there is some state of 

affairs that 'presents itself to him'. Thus, my belief that Socretes is mortal is 

a state of affairs that is 'self-presenting' to me."37He formulates the 

definition of self-presenting thus: 

his self-presenting for Sat t = Df h occurs at t; and necessarily, if h occurs 

at t, then h is evident for S at t. 38 

About the 'directly evident' Chisholm says: "we might think of the 

directly evident as that which 'constitutes its own evidence', for we have 
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characterized it in terms of what is self-presenting- in terms of that which is 

'apprehended through itself." 39 He presents the following definition of 

directly evident: 

h is directly evident for S =Df h is logically contingent, and there is 

an e such that(i) e is self-presenting for S and (ii) necessarily, whoever 

accepts e accepts h. 40 

What kinds of propositions turn out to be directly evident on 

Chisholm's account? According to him, those propositions, which are 

directly evident for a person S, have to do in some way with S's mental 

states - his thoughts, beliefs, feelings, perceptual experiences etc. In his 

words: 

Thinking and believing provide us with paradigm cases 

of the directly evident. Consider a reasonable man who is 

thinking about a city he takes to be. Albuquerque, or who 

believes that Albuquerque is in New Mexico, and 

suppose him to reflect on the philosophical question, 

"What is my justification for thinking that I know that I 

am thinking about a city I take to be Albuquerque, or that 

I believe that Albuquerque is in New Mexico?" ... The 

man would reply in this way: "My justification for 

thinking I know about a city I take to be Albuquerque, or 

that I believe that Albuquerque is in New Mexico, is 

simply the fact that it is in New Mexico". And this reply 

fits our formula for the directly evident. 

What justifies me in saying that a is F is simply the fact 

that a is F. 41 
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Thus, saying that a belief is directly evident means simply repeating 

the statement describing the belief. It is justified by reiteration. What 

justifies me in believing that I seem to have a headache is simply the fact 

that I seem to have a headache. If I do believe that Socrates is mortal then 

ipso facto it is evident to me that Socrates is mortal. If I believe that 

Albuquerque is in New Mexico then it is evident to me that it is in New 

Mexico and so on. Examples of other propositions are those about what a 

person believes, what he seems to perceive and what he seems to remember,. 

feel, think, etc. It is to be noted that Chisholm does not equate the self

presenting with the directly evident but rather sees the former as a sub-set of 

the latter. While all propositions about self-presenting states of affairs are 

directly evident, the latter includes other propositions. This is because 

Chisholm wants to include in this category all propositions which must be 

accepted. For example, the proposition that 'I am in pain' expresses a self 

presenting state and is consequently, directly evident. If one accepts it one 

also accepts the proposition that 'Someone is in pain'. It is also directly 

evident for it is logically entailed by 'I am in pain'. But although entailed by 

what is self-presenting, it is not itself self-presenting, though directly 

evident. We may explain the logical relation of entailment in this mamier. 

The proposition expressed by the sentence, "I exist", for example, is directly 

evident simply because it is entailed by the self-presenting proposition 

expressed by the sentence "I seem to have an headache". In like manner, the 

proposition expressed by the sentence, "There is someone who is thinking" 

is directly evident simply because it is logically implied by the self

presenting proposition expressed by the sentence" I am thinking". In neither 

case the implied proposition meets the conditions needed for self-presenting 

propositions as presented by Chisholm. Hence, neither if them is a self-
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presenting proposition. On Chisholm's vtew, then, the concept of the 

directly evident is wider than the concept of the self-presenting. Whatever is 

self-presenting is evident, but what is evident is not necessarily self-evident. 

We may note that the commonly accepted perceptual or 

observational propositions, such as, "I see something red before me" or "The 

apple before me is red" are not considered as directly evident in Chisholm's 

scheme. For they would be justified by reference to still other propositions. 

The foundational or anchoring self-presenting states and their corresponding 

beliefs consist of a variety of 'seemings'. What one seems to believe, seems 

to hope for or fear, and most importantly, seems to perceive, are all self

presenting, that is, if one is in any one of these states then that belief of his is 

certain. Chisholm, following up the suggestion of one of his colleagues, Curt 

Ducasse, 42 developed an adverbial theory of sensory experiencing. He urged 

that when referring to internal experiencing we replace talk of 'sense-data' 

with adverbial expressions such as, "being appeared to redly" or "I · am 

appeared redly to". In Chisholm's view, having the property of being 

appeared to redly' is self-presenting and thus certain. The main advantage of 

this artificial and awkward way of speaking is avoidance of ontological and 

epistemological puzzles about sense-data. This mechanism lays bare a 

fundamental characteristic of Chisholm's approach to employ a fertile 

primitive terms together with simple logical relationships to define other 

more complex concepts - in the present context - the 'directly evident', 

'certain', etc. 

Chisholm's foundationalist position is undoubtedly established when 

he says that those truths of fact that are known but are not directly evident 
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may be said to be indirectly evident. What we know of external objects, 

other people's mind, and of past fall within this group. And the indirectly 

evident is based upon or known through what is directly evident. 

All that Chisholm wanted for his foundationalist position is directness 

or immediacy of justification. He never bothered about whether these are 

infallible, indubitable or anything privileged as regards their access to truth. 

For coming out of the problem of regress it is enough that we find a bed

rock in basic propositions which are directly evident. 'Directly evident', 

'self-justified' and 'self-warranted', all these are taken by· Chisholm, to 

mean the essentially same. 

Major changes are perspicuous in Chisholm's later views as a result of 

the evolution of his own thinking and as a reaction to criticisms brought 

against his theory. A foundationalist still, the foundation seems to have 

changed its nature. We may have occasion to return to some of these 

changes introduced by Chisholm. 

Other Forms ofFoundationalism: 

In this section we shall state and explain different forms of foundationalism. 

Foundationalism may be radical or modest. The Radicalists demand that the 

basic beliefs are infallible or incorrigible.Ernest sosa calls this view classical 

foundationalism. Descartes, in his Meditations is a radical foundationalist. 

For him basic beliefs are immediately justified. They are not only infallible 
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and indubitable guaranteeing the truth of what they report, but are generated 

by reason. The beliefs grounded on basic beliefs are actually entailed by 

them. The certainty inherent in the ground is imparted to what is grounded. 

For the modest foundationalist, basic beliefs are neither infallible nor 

incorrigible. Self-warrantedness is all that is required for a belief being 

basic. Mark Pastin, for example, has devised a foundationalism which is not 

dependent, like radicalism, upon the notion of incorrigibility. He calls it 

'modest' because the basic beliefs have the property of"self-warrant", rather 

than some broader or 'stronger claim of 'incorrigibility" or "infallibility'. 

Pastin's basic account of self-warrant is: " ... warranted in believing ... to 

some degree, however slight, without inductive, evidential support. "45 

Alston distinguishes between 'simple' or 'epistemic' foundationalism 

on the one hand and 'iterative' or 'meta-epistemic' foundationalism on the 

other. He defines the two positions as follows: 

Simple Foundationalism: For any epistemic subject, S there are p-s 

such that S is immediately justified in believing that p. 

Iterative Foundationalism: For any epistemic subject, S there are p-s 

such that S is immediately justified in believing that p and S is immediately 

justified in believing that he is immediately justified in believing that p. 46 

In other words, simple foundationalism is about the status of 

foundations, namely, that they are immediately justified beliefs. Iterative 

foundationalism requires of foundations not only that they are immediately 

justified, but also that the believer be immediately justified in believing that 
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they are immediately justified. Alston argues that the regress argument 

which shows that the only alternative to admitting epistemic foundations is 

circularity of justification or an equally unpalatable infinite regress of 

justification supports simple foundationalism. Hence, it would seem that 

foundationalism has a chance of working only in its simple form. It is simple 

foundationalism which meets the demands and aspirations that 

foundationalism is designed to satisfy.47 We concur with Alston. We being 

concerned with simple justification and not with justification of justification, 

have not much use of iterative foundationalism. 

Laurence BonJour stipulates strong and weak versions of 

foundationalism thus: 

Strong foundationalism IS the view that the non-

inferential warrant of ... [certain empirical, 

contingent] ... beliefs is sufficient by itself to satisfy the 

adequate-justification condition of knowledge and to 

qualify them as acceptable premises for the inferential 

justification of further beliefs.48 

A later version of it is as follows: 

Strong foundationalists have typically made considerably 

stronger claims on behalf of basic beliefs. Basic beliefs 

have been claimed not only to have sufficient non

inferential justification to qualify as knowledge, but also 
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to be certain, infallible, indubitable or incorrigible (terms 

which are not very carefully distinguished). 49 

By contrast: 

... weak foundationalism would attribute initial credibility 

to all cognitively spontaneous beliefs. For such a version 

of foundationalism ... spontaneous beliefs have this 

minimum degree of credibility - for which no empirical 

justification is thus ever offered. 50 

According to BonJour, Roderick Firth ("Coherence, Certainty and 

Epistemic Priority", The Journal of Philosophy, LX (1964) and Nicholas 

Rescher (Methodological Pragmatism, Basil and Blackwell (1976) have held 

versions of weak foundationalism. 

Section IV: Basic Beliefs 

What all foundationalist views have in common is the idea that any sort of 

appeal to justification unleashes either circularity or infinite regress. Hence 

the only alternative is to fall back on foundational beliefs which have the 

epistemic privilege of having no need of justification. When we say that 

foundational beliefs are not justified, we do not mean to say that they remain 

unjustified. What we mean is that, they are not justified via any sort of 

inferential appeal to further beliefs. They are self-justified or self-evident. 
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It is clear from the literature that the point of convergence among 

foundationalist theories is reliance upon this type of beliefs - the basic or 

foundational beliefs to support all other beliefs. Naturally, the 

characterization of such a type of belief becomes crucial. So the question is: 

What makes a belief basic? 

The foundational beliefs or propositions have been variously 

described as "basic" or "insightful". They are called basic in the sense that 

they are not derivative, i.e., not derived or inferred from any other beliefs, 

and there must be some experiences which give rise to these beliefs. They 

are also called basic in a second sense. It is that they provide the 

unshakeable foundation for all empirical knowledge. The process of 

empirical testing is said to terminate with these beliefs. For any belief to be 

justified there must be a class of basic, non-inferential beliefs to bring the 

regress of justification to a halt. 

Basic beliefs are beliefs concerning basic facts. Keith Lehrer says that 

a more precise formulation of foundation theories is possible by specifying 

the conditions that must be met for a belief to be basic. According to him, as 

for many, foundationalism is associated with empiricism. There are indeed 

foundational theories which take the basic beliefs to be non-empirical in 

character - simple logical or mathematical truths, often thought of as self

evident. We shall restrict ourselves to foundational theory of empirical 

knowledge. 

Basic beliefs are empirical in character. They are about what is 

immediately presented to our senses. They are accorded special status to be 
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statements of first person perceptions. It has been claimed that basic beliefs, 

with which justification comes to an end, are identifiable by their content. 

To say the same thing, in other words, is to say that only beliefs with a 

certain kind of content have the potential to be basic. For example, many 

foundationalists have held that one source of basic beliefs is our immediate 

awareness of our own thoughts and sensations. They have to do with the 

contents of experience of how things appear to us. The literature cites 

specifically the ubiquitousness of perceptual processes in the production of 

basic beliefs. Beliefs such as "I have a headache", "This looks to me to be 

red" or "This is louder than that" are basic beliefs. My belief that I have a 

headache is foundationally justified by my having a headache now. An 

observation statement describes what constitutes the content of a basic 

belief. Basis beliefs are epistemologically (conceptually too) prior to non

basic beliefs - immediate experiential beliefs being epistemologically prior 

to beliefs about the external world. As to how basic beliefs are justified 

many foundationalists have pointed out how they are privileged: that they 

are certain, indubitable, incorrigible, etc. Basic beliefs need not be all these 

at once. Foundational beliefs are claimed to be epistemologically privileged 

without being indubitable. They are claimed to be incorrigible. Indubitability 

is equivalent to certainty. 

William Alston51 has distinguished three senses of indubitability: (i) 

logical impossibility of entertaining a doubt, (ii) psychological impossibility 

of entertaining a doubt and (iii) impossibility of there being any ground for 

doubt. Of these, according to Alston, the one which is distinctively epistemic 

is the third, "impossibility of there being any ground for doubt." He also 

calls it "normative indubitability." Infallibilitry is a strong notion. It makes 
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the strong claim that a person's beliefs about his current mental states are 

never mistaken; that it is impossible that they are falsely held. Indubitability 

is a weaker form of infallibility. A belief is indubitable means that no one 

having the belief can be in doubt about that. Indubitability thesis does not 

commit one to the impossibility of mistakes but the weaker claim that no·one 

could have grounds for questioning the accuracy of one's beliefs. Alston 

shows that incorrigibility is a still weaker derivative of infallibility as no one 

succeeds in showing that a person is mistaken about his current mental 

states. We can make rough distinction, in this way, between these concepts, 

following Alston. 

There are foundationalists like C.I.Lewis who are alleged to have used 

'infallible', 'indubitable' and 'incorrigible' interchangeably when these have 

significantly different meanings. Lewis particularly stresses on the 

infallibility character and he relates infallibilism with justifiedness. 52 There 

is no distinction to be made, where foundational beliefs are concerned, 

between their being immune from error and their being immune from 

unjustifiedness. This is a strong foundationalist theory, which speaks of 

basic beliefs to be immune from error, and as such maximally justified. 

However, Ayer, who treats the full range of skeptical problems within 

a broadly foundational perspective, speaks of basic beliefs to be incorrigible. 

He formulates the concept of incorrigibility in the context of basic 

statements incorporating our basic beliefs. He says: 

To say that these statements are incorrigible is not, 

however to say that one's assessment of their truth or 
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falsehood cannot ever be revised. [T]hese statements are 

incorrigible in the sense that one's ground for accepting 

them must be perfect. 53 

Now, what does Ayer means by perfect 'grounds for accepting them?' 

The perfect grounds include, being made by "the right person, in the right 

circumstances and at the right time." It is in this sense only that a statement 

may be looked upon as basic, not being subjected to any further tests, being 

fortified by the perfect grounds. In like manner, basic beliefs are incorrigible 

means that they cannot be doubted or denied by other persons or by the 

person himself at other times; but given the experience he is having then, the 

belief is perfectly assured and warranted. We may say that the concerned 

person has a privileged access to the content of his experience at the time 

and in the manner he is having them and this makes his belief incorrigible. 

Following Keith Lehrer we may restate this ~ccount in a more rigorous 

manner as follows: 

S has an incorrigible belief that p if and only if it is 

logically impossible that S believes that p and p is false. 54 

If we combine these two notions of incorrigibility provided by Ayer 

and Lehrer respectively we may put the matter in this way: 

It is not the case that S' s belief that p is incorrigible and p 

is false for S at the time at which he is entertaining the 

belief, for the content of the belief is what S is really 

experiencing at that time. 
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This may be a reason why many epistemologists with a foundational 

leaning have sought a phenomenalistic foundation of empirical knowledge. 

What makes foundationalism seem right regarding basic beliefs being 

incorrigible is the fact that our cognitive access to the world is initiated by 

sensory experience. It is our sensory experiences that lend credence to our 

beliefs such as "This looks to me to be red", "This appears to me to be soft", 

etc. Let us elucidate this with an illustration. If I somehow manage to in the 

presence of my current experiences that I am holding a large blue balloon in 

my hand, and this belief fits into a system of theoretical and observational 

beliefs that I also get myself to accept, nevertheless the balloon beliefs will 

fail to be epistemically justified; it will be rendered unreasonable by my 

entirely unballoonish experiences. Also, coherence with other beliefs cannot 

justify attributing to oneself experiences that are not actually undergone. If I 

had to the concocted system of beliefs about a balloon in my hand, the belief 

"It appears to me as though a large blue balloon is in my hand", the belief 

would fail to be incorrigible in spite of its coherence with the others. For it 

will patently come in conflict with what I really do experience. Such 

considerations uphold a very clear relationship between incorrigibility of our 

beliefs and having certain experiences. 

C.I. Lewis used to claim that basic beliefs are "certain" or "infallible". 

He relates basic beliefs to 'given' experiences so that their justification is 

derived from other cognitive or at least quasi-cognitive states, but not from 

further beliefs. He says at the beginning of Chapter 7 of his book, An 

Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, 
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Our empirical knowledge rises as a structure of enormous 

complexity, most parts of which are stabilized in measure 

by their mutual support, but all of which rest at bottom, 

on direct feelings of sense. Unless there should be ; .. 

something apprehensible and statable, whose truth is 

determined by given experience and is not determined in 

any other way, there would be no non-analytic 

affirmation whose truth should be determined at all, and 

no such thing as empirical knowledge. 55 

Also, at the close of his analysis of knowledge Lewis commits himself 

to this thesis: 

. . . the foundation stones which must support the edifice 

[of empirical knowledge] are still those of truth which are 

disclosed in given experience. 56 

R.M. Chisholm, who does not deny that each man's empirical 

knowledge rests on a foundation of self-justifying states, has argued, like 

Lewis, that the doctrine of the 'given' is not a myth. He further says that we 

are led to the doctrine of the 'given' when we attempt to answer certain 

questions about justification. We shall have occasion to elaborate 

Chisholm's position later in this chapter. For the present we remain content 

with simply mentioning his support for the doctrine of the 'given'. 

There are two important points to notice. (i) Foundationalism is a 

thesis about the structure of justified belief and (2) so leaves open a number 
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of substantive questions over which proponents of the view may disagree, 

e.g. over the content of immediate justified beliefs. In particular there is 

hardly any claim nowadays about the basic beliefs being infallible, 

indubitable or incorrigible even though such notions are associated with 

more traditional versions of the view. The question now is about the degree 

of warrant the foundational beliefs enjoy. 

Section V 

Justification-transfer 

What is central to any successful foundational theory is an account of how 

the basic or directly evident propositions, which serve as the foundation of 

knowledge, can confer evidence on non-basic or indirectly evident 

propositions. What entitles us to make the transition from foundational 

beliefs to non-foundational ones? In other words, what makes it possible to 

pass from our immediate experiences to the existence of physical objects, 

from introspective awareness to presumption of truth of mental states and so 

on? There are also questions about the sort of epistemic warrant the 

immediately justified beliefs provide for mediately justified beliefs .. The 

degree of warrant the foundational beliefs themselves enjoy 

The line . of reasoning adopted by the foundationalists is that the 

transition is like that of from premise to conclusion. We know that rules of 

logic may validly take us from premise to conclusion. But here the relation 
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is somewhat different - rules of deduction or rules of induction are of no 

help here. At least Chisholm is of that view. He says: 

... Any principles that enable us to derive the indirectly 

evident from the directly evident will nit be the principle 

of deduction. Nor will they be the principles of 

induction. 57 

Again, 

.. .if the indirectly evident can be said to be made evident 

by what is directly evident, then there are principles of 

evidence other than the forrilal principles of deductive 

and inductive logic. 58 

According to Chisholm, the connecting link between the directly 

evident propositions ('the foundation' of the system) and the rest of our 

system of justified beliefs consists of certain 'epistemic principles' which 

specify the conditions under which it is legitimate to proceed from certain 

directly evident beliefs to certain indirectly evident beliefs. An obviously 

important epistemic principle is the principle for justifying perceptual 

claims. This principle connects the primary type of directly evident 

propositions- those about 'self-presenting' states of affairs- with indirectly 

evident propositions about physical objects. The nature of inference is non

demonstrative. 

The relation between the directly and the indirectly evident is a matter 

of great importance for Chisholm. And as a foundationalist he must explain 
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just how the former confers evidence upon the latter. Chisholm sets forth 

several epistemological principles in Chapter 4 of the second edition of 

Theory of Knowledge and listed them in the Appendix.43 These are 

procedures or ways in which the indirectly evident can be said to be based 

upon the directly evident. These epistemic principles One of the most 

important of these principles, relevant for our present problem, runs as 

follows: 

For any subjectS, if S believes, without ground for doubt, 

that he is perceiving something to be F, then it is evident 

for S that he perceives something to be F. 44 

Laurence Bonjour contends: 

The most obvious way in which beliefs are justified is 

inferential justification. In its most explicit form, 

inferential justification consists in providing an argument 

from one or more other beliefs as premises to the 

justificandum belief as conclusion. 59 

Some foundationalists, however, whom we may dub as 'radical 

foundationalists' insist, for such transmission, on entailment relations that 

guarantee the truth or the certainty of non-foundational beliefs. The relation 

between the two sets of beliefs is deductive and hence irreversible. If 

anything counts as an inferential justification relation, logical implication 

does . . . provided it satisfies appropriate relevance and non-circularity 

requirements. Let us say a statement X properly entails a statement Y if and 

only if X semantically entails Y, where the entailment is relevant and non 

circular on any appropriate account. Thus, if anything counts as an 
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inferential justification relation, proper entailment does, in the sense that 

where X and Y are statements rather than sets of statements. "If X properly 

entails Y, then Y is justified for P if X is -provided P knows that the proper 

entailment holds and would believe Y in the light of it if he believed X". 

This situation is analogous to what happens when the usual notion of 

deductive proof is applied, and owes much to deductive models of 

justification descended from Aristotle's theory of demonstration. The above 

explanation depends on conceptual considerations. We are not very sure 

about its acceptability so far as empirical knowledge is concerned. A 

physical object statement is not deducible from descriptions of our sense 

experiences. The relation is not demonstrative. There would not be any 

formal contradiction in admitting the existence of our sense experiences and 

yet denying the corresponding belief that a certain physical object exists. 

Whether it exists or not remains an open question. 

Modest foundationalists are more flexible, allowing for merely 

probabilistic inferential connections that transmit justification. For example, 

a modest foundationalist can appeal to explanatory inferential connections, 

as when a foundational belief (e.g., the belief, I seem to feel wet) is best 

explained for a person by a particular physical object (e.g., the belief that the 

air conditioner overhead is leaking). 

Various other forms of probabilistic inferences are available to the 

modest foundationalists, and nothing in particular requires that they restrict 

foundational beliefs to what one seems to 'sense' or to perceive. 
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CHAPTER III 

A CRITIQUE OF FOUNDATIONALISM 

In his introduction to The Foundations of Knowing, Chisholm has stated that 

" ... no serious alternative in epistemology to foundationalism has yet been 

formulated." 1 Yet, the general theory of foundationalism and Chisholm's 

own version of it are beset with various difficulties. 

Foundationalism has always enjoyed a great popularity in the 

literature of epistemology. It has also been the focus of many criticisms. 

Attacks on foundationalism have tended to center on the notion of a 'basic 

belief.' There has been a tendency for the belief accorded special status to be 

a belief statement of first person perception, in some accounts hedged with 

certain locutions or terminology like "infallible", "indubitable" or 

"incorrigible". It is impossible for this call of beliefs to be false, subject to 

doubt or justifiably rejected or revised. The objection is that there is hardly 

any belief which is foundational in this sense. Even if there are any such 

beliefs, their numbers will be exceedingly limited - too limited to justify the 

multitude of statements about the external world. In fact every belief may 

tum out to be false, defeasible and subject to revision and change. 

Incorrigibility received scathing criticism from Austin's arguments, many of 

which are contained in Sense and Sensibilia. 2 It was in any case connected 

with the protocol statements of positivism, and so declined when its 

influence was on the wane. 
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However, this objection does not dispose of foundationalism. It is true 

that the foundationalists, particularly, the strong foundationalists, have 

typically made stronger claims on behalf of basic beliefs characterizing them 

as infallible, indubitable or incorrigible and hence, are vulnerable to this 

charge. But this objection does not touch the foundationalism in its less 

vulnerable modest or weak version. - a version which Alston has called 

"minimal foundationalism"3 or Mark Pastin, "modest foundationalism" 
4

• What minimal foundationalism 

... reqmres of a foundation is only that it is immediately 

justified, justified by something other than the possession of 

other justified beliefs. And to say that a certain person is 

immediately justified in holding a certain belief is to say 

nothing as to whether it could be shown defective by 

someone else or at some other time. 5 

If the basic beliefs are immediately justified, if they are "logically 

independent" of other claims and therefore, insusceptible of mediate 

justification, it would follow by the same token that they cannot be shown 

mistaken in the basis of other claims, or rendered false. 

This objection to the foundationalist notion of a "basic belief' has 

been brought by Keith Lehrer6
, among others. He attacks foundational 

beliefs both at the basic and non-basic levels. As to basic beliefs, he 

considers whether they basic beliefs are "self-justified". Here Lehrer 

examines three alternatives (1) "self-justified" beliefs are beliefs, for the 

understanding of which, in his view, no information is needed over and 
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above "semantic information." The difficulty he sees is: How are we to tell, 

on the basis of which epistemic principle, that these sorts of belief are self

justified?7 There are two alternative answers. (I) In a length argument 

Lehrer rejects the position that such principles are true by virtue of the 

semantic information that is needed for the understanding of their meaning. 8 

(2) The belief that the principle is true is basic and by being basic explains 

how other beliefs are self-justified.9 Lehrer's objection to this is as follows: 

This maneuver, though logically consistent opens the door to the 

rampant forms of speculation. Any one wishing to argue that he knows 

anything whosever can then claims that what he knows is a basic belief and 

if challenged his retort will be that what he knows is a basic belief. When 

asked to defend his claim, he can retort that it is a basic belief that the belief 

is basic and so on. 10 

Alston has made a detailed review of Lehrer's criticisms. We shall 

follow him closely in our exposition of the problem. According to Alston 

this criticism is not damaging for Minimal foundationalism. Minimal 

foundationalism does not require that any belief be self-justified but only 

that some beliefs are immediately justified; being self-justified is only one 

possible form of the latter. A belief is self-justified, in a literal sense, if it is 

justified just by virtue of being the sort of belief it is. But that is, by no 

means, the only kind of immediate justification. Now, one may observe that 

although it is an important point that immediate justification is not confmed 

to self-justification that does not really counter Lehrer's objection. For 

whatever mode of immediate justification we think attaches to beliefs about 

one's current states of consciousness, the question can still be raised as to 
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whether the epistemic principle that beliefs of this sort are justified under 

these conditions can be defended. 

But this is a difficulty which, according to Alston, is not peculiar to 

foundationalism. He says: 

This is a problem for any epistemology, foundationalism 

or otherwise, that employs the concept of epistemic 

justification. It is incumbent for any epistemology to 

specify the grounds for principles that lay down 

conditions for beliefs of a certain sort to count as 

justified. I believe that a sober assessment of the situation 

would reveal that no epistemology has been 

conspicuously successful at this job. Before using this 

demand as a weapon against foundationalism the critic 

should show us that the position he favors does a better 

job. 11 

Let us now tum to Lehrer's consideration of (3) by taking basic 

beliefs as self-justified we will be able to explain how other beliefs are 

justified. 12 This alternative is rejected on the basis of the argument that 

foundationalism cannot account for the justification of non-basic empirical 

belief~. Derivative justification of non-basic beliefs. He proceeds from what 

he calls "the fundamental doctrine of foundation theories, viz., that 

"justification, whether it is the self-justification of basic beliefs, or the 

derivative justification of non-basic beliefs guarantees truth." 13 Lehrer's 

objection is that when we consider the justification of non-basic beliefs by 
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evidence, "The consequence which follows is that evidence never 

completely justifies a belief in such a way as to guarantee the truth of the 

belief unless the probability of the statement on the basis of the statement is 

equal to one." 14 Same considerations are applicable to basic beliefs: "If we 

now consider the question how probable a belief must be in order to be self

justified, an analogous argument shows that the belief must have an initial 

probability of one." 15 And this implies that practically no contingent beliefs 

will be justified. To explain why it would be so, Lehrer says: 

For any strictly probabilistic function, no statement has 

an initial probability of one unless it is a logical truth, 

and in infinite languages no non-general statement has an 

initial probability of one unless it is a logical truth. 

Hence, with the exception of certain general statements 

in infmite languages, completely justified basic beliefs 

would have to be restricted to logical truths, and 

completely justified non-basic beliefs would have to be 

restricted to logical consequences of completely justified 

beliefs. We would be locked out of the realm of the 

contingent and skepticism would reign supreme there. 16 

The· implications that Lehrer derives from the "fundamental doctrine 

of foundationalism" Alston observes are complex ones and one cannot go 

the whole way with it. One way of diffusing the force of the criticism is to 

question whether minimal foundationalism holds that" justification 

guarantees truth". A natural interpretation would be that it is impossible for a 

justified belief to be false and initially Lehrer also means that. But then he 
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has drifted to other meanings such as comparing epistemic guarantee of truth 

to a manufacturer's guarantee of soundness, carrying a strong presumption 

of truth and finally, in Chapter 6 of Knowledge, Lehrer introduces a 

conception midway between "necessitates truth" and "carrying a strong 

presumption of truth". Lehrer does not spell out what that is, except by 

reference to probability. What we are to understand by it is this: that a belief 

must have a probability of one if its justification is to guarantee its truth. To 

say that the justification of a belief guarantees its truth is to say that it comes 

as close as possible to necessitating the truth of the belief. On this 

interpretation, then, the claim that" justification guarantees truth" has the 

same consequence for both basic and non-basic beliefs ....:... receiving a 

probability of one. 

Alston makes the following remark: that doctrine is no part of 

Minimal Foundationalism. It is quite possible for some beliefs to be 

immediately justified and for other beliefs to be mediately justified on the 

basis of the former without any of them receiving a probability of one. At 

least there is nothing in the general notion of immediate and mediate 

justification to support any such requirement. No doubt, the higher the 

probability the stronger the justification but why should a foundationalist has 

to insist on a maximally strong foundation? What is there about 

foundationalism, as contrasted with rival orientations, that necessitates such 

a demand? The distinctive thing about foundationalism is the structure of 

justification it asserts; and this structure can be imposed on justification of 

varying·degrees of strength. Once more a band of camp followers has been 

mistaken for the main garrison. 17 
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What stand of Alston is revealed in his critique of Lehrer's criticism? 

He admits "there to be strong objections to any form offoundationalism, and 

that some kind of coherence or contextualist theory will provide more 

general orientation in epistemology ... Nevertheless, if foundationalism is to 

be successfully disposed of, it must be attacked in its most defensible, and 

not in its most vulnerable form. 18 "Thus though Alston does not project 

himself as an advocate of minimal foundationalism, it has been his aim to 

show that Lehrer's arguments leave untouched the more modest and less 

vulnerable form what he has called 'Minimal Foundationalism'. 

We agree with Alston that Lehrer's objections fail to get off the 

ground because the latter's stipulations are stronger than those which most 

of the foundationalists think necessary. Lehrer has been actually criticized to 

deal with a foundationalism which is not unanimously held by 

foundationalists themselves. However, Lehrer's reflections have many 

important points. According to him, any belief involves the application of 

terms and concepts and to be justified in such application, one requires the 

information justifying one in concluding that the conditions are the kind in 

which such a concept or term is correctly applied. He challenges the non

comparative use of concepts prescribed by foundationalists like Chisholm. 

For him," ... to be complete justified in believing it to be of that kind one 

must have the information needed to enable one to tell such a state from 

another." 19 

Equally important 1s Lehrer's difficulty pertaining to the 

communication of justification. His attack is really upon the supposed 

extremely private character of basic beliefs. If these are wholly subjective, 
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then there can be no going out of this solipsistic position. And if these are 

expressed in language, generality cannot be avoided. Chisholm's suggestion 

of the non-comparative use of "seem" and "appear" words provides no real 

solution. Application of concepts on any particular object makes the object 

transcend particularity in a sense, and join generality. In the transition, 

however obvious it may, from "I am in pain' to "someone is in pain" there is 

inference involved. That basic beliefs still retain their immediacy when 

inference occurs is not quite intelligible. One may wonder whether they 

remain uncontaminated by generality. 

We shall now concentrate on another fundamental central contention 

of foundationalism that sensation, direct apprehension or some immediate 

experience of the believer is considered to be appropriate for the role of 

justifiers. This is known as the theory of the given and it has attracted 

vehement opposition from non-foundationalists who have dubbed it as the 

doctrine of the "Myth of the Given" 

or ''Givinism". This doctrine has its source in C.I. Lewis and finds 

expression in his different works. According to Lewis, our knowledge of the 

external world can be justified, in the last analysis, only by indubitable 

apprehension of the immediate data of sense. He is often looked upon as one 

of the foundationalist who grounded knowledge in sense-data as he does 

write in loose, experiential terms about the given. The epistemological 

motivation for the theory of the given is the theory's bearings upon the 

regress problem of justification (and also his criticism of the coherence 

theory of justification). This epistemological motivation is exemplified in 

Lewis' frequent claim that without apprehension of the given there would be 
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no such thing as empirical knowledge and that we shall be "headed back the 

Bosanquet" thus, giving vent to his abhorrence for the coherence theory. 

What exactly is the given in perception? An initial response to the 

question might be: something disclosed in experience. 20 More specifically, 

the given in Lewis' theory is either a specific sensory "quale"(such as the 

immediacy of the redness or loudness) or something analyzable into a 

complex of sensory "qualia".21 Lewis often calls such qualia, "sensa", thus 

indicating that they are sense impressions of a sort. Accordingly, he holds 

that sensory qualia should be described by such expressive locutions as the 

following: "looks like"," sounds like", "smells like", "feels like", and "tastes 

like". 22 The key point to be made is that Lewis concedes that actual reports 

of the pure given are seldom, if indeed ever, made. And that they are 

difficult or impossible to make in ordinary language. Apprehension of the 

given does not depend in any way on being able to express linguistically 

what is thus apprehended, though such expression may in fact be possible 

through expressive language. "Expressive language" is not really ordinary, 

since considerable philosophical commentary is required to restrict the 

content of "looks like" statements to the pure given. Lewis holds the given 

to be present in every perception and this is buttressed by the regress 

argument. Lewis refuses to accept that regress is genuine, since no stopping 

place can be found. Although many, perhaps most propositional claims are 

justified in terms of further propositional claims, the regress ends at a level 

or variety of propositions which are justified not by other propositions, but 

by something non-propositional, the given. Chisholm, who shares Lewis' 

intuitions that perception involves something like an element of presentation 

or givenness, says: "The expressiOn 'the given' becomes a term of 
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contemporary philosophical vocabulary because of its use by C.I. Lewis in 

his Mind and the World Order (Scribner, 1929)."23 

He writes further: 

What, then, is the status of the doctrine of "the given" or 

"the myth of the given"? In my opinion the doctrine is 

correct in saying that there are some beliefs or statements 

which are "self-justifying" or that among beliefs and 

statements which are "self-justifying" are some which 

concern appearances or "ways of being appeared to". 24 

The doctrine of the given has attracted criticism both from the non

foundationalists who are not explicitly coherentists and coherentists 

themselves. The crux of the objection is that non-propositional 

states/attitudes cannot serve as justifiers of beliefs which are propositional 

states/attitudes. We shall dwell specially on the reactions that the doctrine 

has elicited from Wilfred Sellars, which reactions have triggered off fresh 

criticism. He is indeed the path-finder. The discourse on the "given' is 

without question one of the targets of Wilfred Sellars' influential critique of 

the notion of "the whole framework of givenness". Sellars' papers on the 

topic are numerous, mostly very long and extremely condensed and 

extremely difficult and to treat only a small portion of Sellars' work, which 

we are doomed to do, would not be doing justice to him, and would also be 

to place it in the worst light, perhaps senses could put one 

One of the things Sellars is attacking is the idea that something that was 

merely given by the senses could put one in a position to be justified in 
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making a judgment about the empirical world. The given in the sense is a 

myth, because one cannot be given what one is not in a position to receive. 

In the case of experience Sellars' position is that one's experience cannot 

serve as the basis of one's beliefs unless one is able to bring the experience, 

in some way, into the "logical space of reason". Sellars' rejection of the 

doctrine consists in showing that even the knowledge that something looks 

red presupposes nothing less than knowing what it is for something to be 

red. A mind which does not possess the concept of something's actually 

being red could not frame any true judgment containing the term 'red'. 

" ... being red", Sellars argues, "is a logically prior notion than "looking 

red".25 Sellars claims that, far from presupposing no prior concepts, one's 

taking something to have a property presupposes 'whole batteries' of 

conceptual abilities for identifying features of public objects. Knowing even 

as simple a fact as a is red "involves a long history of acquiring piecemeal 

habits of response to various objects in various circumstances ... "26 

Perceptual takings are, as Quine might say, theory-laden. 

I am able to 'see at a glance' that something is red only 

because I have a conceptual picture of myself being in a 

situation consisting of such and such objects thusly 

located in Space and Time, a picture which I am 

constantly checking and revising, a picture any part of 

which and any principle of which can be put into 

jeopardy, but cannot be put into jeopardy all at once. 27 
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In his correspondence with Chisholm, Sellars writes: 

In your first letter you expressed agreement 'with much 

of what [I] have to say about "the myth of the given"'. 

Well, of a piece with my rejection of this myth is my 

contention that before those people come to know non

inferentially (by 'introspection') that they have thoughts, 

they must first construct the concept of what it is to be a 

thought. 28 

At this point, Sellars refers to the central thesis he maintains against the 

notion of the givenness. According to Sellars, the basic confusion behind the 

Myth of the Given is that 

. . . instead of coming to have a concept of something 

because we have noticed that sort of thing, to have the 

ability to notice that sort of thing is already to have the 

concept of that sort of thing and cannot account for it. 29 

A related aspect of the entire polemical exercise Is that no non

propositional states, sensations or some immediate experience of the 

believer can serve as justifiers of beliefs which are propositional states/ 

attitudes. It has been argued that nothing justifies a belief except another 

belief. Justification of beliefs is to be found within the 'web of belief alone. 

It is true that our experiences start with sensory stimulations; these are first 

or primitive cognitions expressive of certain sensations. These lead, through 
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appropriate processes to belief formation. But appeal to sensation or sensory 

stimulation is of no help in justifying a belief. For epistemic content-wise, 

there is an irreducible qualitative difference between sensation and belief. 

Beliefs are judgmental, characterized by the use of concepts; concepts are 

conspicuously absent in sensation. To justify a belief is to justify it as true. 

And that which is devoid of truth-value can never justify something which is 

true. It is only our beliefs in sensation that can serve as the justifier of 

another belief. Even to believe that one has certain sensation one must have 

a belief about the connection between the senses and something objective, 

e.g., between "looks red" and "is red". If a person other than the believer in 

question tries to justify the latter's belief, then also he can do so only if he 

entertains beliefs about the connection between the latter's sensation and the 

world outside. In any case nothing short of a belief can justify another belief. 

What Sellars' criticism seems to point to is perhaps the Kantian picture 

of concepts and intuitions getting together to produce knowledge. Let us not 

speculate on that. What we can assert with certainty is that the premise of 

Sellars' argument is that there is no such thing such as justified belief which 

is non-propositional, and no such thing as justification which is not a relation 

between propositions. So to speak of our acquaintance with redness or with 

an instantiation of redness as "grounding" of our knowledge that "this is a 

red object" or that "redness is a color" is always a mistake. He keeps raw 

feels and justified true beliefs apart and deprives raw feels of their status of 

privileged representation. 

The existence of raw feels - pains, whatever feelings babies have 

when looking at colored or lighted objects is an obvious objection to this 
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theory of Sellars. To counter this objection Sellars invokes the distinction 

between awareness-as-discriminative behavior and awareness as what 

Sellars calls 'being in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being 

able to justify what one says. "30 Awareness in the first sense is reliable 

signaling manifested by rats and amoebas. A warem;ss in the second sense is 

found only by beings whose behavior is manifested in the utterances of 

sentences with the intention of justifying the utterances of other sentences. 

Children and photo-electric cells both discriminates red objects, but 

pre-linguistic children are thought to "know what red is" in some sense in 

which the photo-electric cells cannot. But how can the pre - linguistic child 

know what pain is or what red is if all awareness is a linguistic affair? 

Sellars' answer would be, the child knows what pain is like without knowing 

what sort it is. The former is just to have pain, but not to know what it is. 

The child does not know what pain is, until and unless he comes to grasp the 

relevant vocabulary. It is not that the child feels differently before and after 

language learning. He feels the same thing and it feels just the same to him 

before and after language learning. All that language acquisition does is to 

let him enter a community whose members exchange justifications of 

assertions and other actions with one another. So what Sellars is saying to 

the supporters of the "Myth of the Given" is that knowing what things are 

like is not a matter of being justified in asserting a proposition. 

To this the supporters of the "given", such as Roderick Firth, have 

argued that such a view confuses concepts with words. Firth notes that a 

problem is created regarding the relation between "looks red" and "is red". If 

we say, "we cannot understand 'looks red' unless we possess the contrasting 
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concept 'is red', then it would seem that it is not logically possible to have 

the concept 'looks red' before we have the concept 'is red'. Firth says: 

... the underlying paradox is easily dissolved if we do not confuse 

concepts with words used to express them. It is a genetic fact, but a fact with 

philosophical implications, that when a child frrst begins to use the word 

'red' with any consistency he applies it to things that look red to him ... To 

call this a "primitive form" of the concept "looks red" is to acknowledge that 

in some sense the child cannot fully understand adult usage until he is able to 

distinguish things that merely look red from things that really are red; but we 

must not suppose that the child somehow loses his primitive concept when 

he acquires a more sophisticated one. 31 

Sellars does not address this problem in his reflection on Firth's 

paper. 32 But his answer can be gleaned from his other works. There are 

several plausible answers: (1) to have a concept is to have the use of a word, 

(2) to remain content with the dilemma of either granting concepts to 

anything that can respond to stimuli, babies, amoeba and computers in their 

current stage of development or explain why draw a distinction between 

conceptual thought and its primitive predecessors, looks red, feels hot on a 

plane different from having acquired a language and in the process of 

learning. 

Richard Rorty who claims that the doctrines of Sellars and Quine have 

destroyed the pretensions of the traditional theory of knowledge that . 

knowledge needs foundations puts, the argument between Sellars' and his 

critiques on the point raised above as follows: 
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Sellars can say that he will give up the term concept to 

those who wish to endow record-changers or their 

protoplasmic counterparts as long as he can have some 

other terms to indicate what we have when we can place 

classifications in its relation to other classifications in the 

way language.:.users do when they argue about what class 

a given item would fall in. Once again, Sellars falls back 

on saying that justification is a matter of social practice, 

and that everything which is not a matter of social 

practice 1s no help m understanding of human 

knowledge, no matter how helpful. it may be in 

understanding its acquisition. 33 

It is a matter of debate whether we are to accept the whole of 

what Sellars has said, but as Rorty claims, Sellars has shown 

convincingly that the sensory giVen could never play 

epistemologically critical roles the foundationalist requires of it. 

Justification is not a reduction to some sensory and non-conceptual 

'given' to which representational concepts are more or less 

accurately related. Rather it can only be understood in a contextual 

setting. It is a matter of what we are willing to settle for, and what 

we still ask for further explanation of, in a given social or even 

conversational context. The response of Sellars on givenness is his 

"commitment to the thesis that justification is not a matter of special 

relation between ideas (or words) and objects, but of conversation, 

of social practice."34 Rorty also says we understand social 

89 



justification of belief and have no need to view it as accuracy of 

representation. 35 

Rorty, in his reflection on Sellars, in effect, defends a coherence 

theory saying "nothing counts as justification unless by reference to what we 

already accept and . . . there is no way to get outside our beliefs and our 

langu~ge so as to find some test other than coherence." Rorty begins his 

extended arguments against foundationalism with a quote from Sellars: 36 

... all awareness of sorts, resemblances, facts, etc., in short, all awareness of 

abstract entities - indeed, all awareness even of particulars - is a linguistic 

affair... [N]ot even the awareness of such sorts, resemblances and facts as 

pertain to so:..called immediate experience is presupposed by the process of 

acquiring language.37 

Rorty sees his own arguments against foundationalism as a 

restatement of Sellars' arguments. Hence, we would not stop to discuss 

Rorty' s critique of foundationalism to prevent repetition. 

Laurance BonJour, one of the most prominent coherentists of our time has 

argued against foundationalism in his seminal works. In the paper "Can 

Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation?"38 BonJour's anti-foundational 

arguments are directed against the Myth of the Given. 

He says: 

... the givinist is caught in a fundamental dilemma: if his 

intuitions or immediate apprehensions are construed as 
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cognitive, then ·they will be both capable of giving 

justification and in need of it themselves; if they are non

cognitive, then they do not need justification but are also 

incapable of proving it.39 

Solution may be had from a half-way, intermediate position, having 

the mongrel features of being a semi-cognitive or quasi-cognitive state 

which "resembles a belief in its capacity to confer justification, while 

differing from a belief in not requiring justification itself. In fact some such 

conception seems to be implicit in most, if not all givinist positions. But 

when stated thus baldly, this solution to the problem seems hopelessly 

contrived and ad hoc. Pending such a regress-stopper our problem could not 

be solved. 

' 
In his book, The Structure of Empirical Knowledge,40 BonJour returns to 

his anti-foundationalist stance. He presents his anti-foundationalist argument 

which has several steps. 

(1) Suppose that there are basic empirical beliefs that is empirical beliefs 

(a)which are epistemically justified, and(b) whose justification does not 

depend on that of any further empirical beliefs. 

(2) For a belief to be epistemically justified requires that there be a reason 

why it is likely to be true. 

(3) For a belief to be epistemically justified for a particular person requires 

that the person be himself be in cognitive possession of such a reason. 

91 



( 4) The only way to the cognitive possession of such a reason is to believe 

with justification the· premises from which it follows that the belief is likely 

to be true. 

( 5) The premises of such a justifying argument for an empirical belief cannot 

be entirely apriori; at least one such premise must be empirical. Therefore, 

the justification of supposed basic empirical belief must depend on the 

justification of at least one other empirical belief, contradicting (1); it 

follows that there can be no basic empirical belief, contradicting (1 ); it 

follows that there can be no empirical basic beliefs.41 

We have already mentioned in Chapter II that central to any 

successful foundationalist theory is an account of how any basic or (directly 

evident) propositions, which serve as the foundation for knowledge, can 

confer justification on 'indirectly evident' propositions. We want to know 

how far Chisholm's foundationalism provides such an account. It has been 

pointed out that Chisholm's foundationalism provides no such account for 

his epistemic principles and definitions do not explain how a directly evident 

proposition can confer evidence upon an indirectly evident one, in spite of 

the fact that they appear design to explain this. This has been shown 

differently by philosophers writing on Chisholm have shown it in different 

ways.42We shall begin with Timm Triplett's observations. He has made the 

stronger claim that directly evident propositions do not entail indirectly 

evident ones. Even if we take Chisholm's epistemic principles to be 

necessarily true. 43 One of the most important of the principles set forth in 

Chapter 4 of the second edition of Theory of Knowledge, principle 

(C), which, moves us from the directly to the indirectly evident is as follows: 
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(C) For any subjectS, if S believes, without ground for doubt, 

that he is perceiving something to be F, then it is evident for S 

that he perceives something to be F.44 

In the above principle, the predicate letter F can be substituted by 

those predicates, which connote sensible characteristics, e.g., being white, 

pertaining to the ways in which we sense or are appeared to. If we follow 

Chisholm's use of the word 'perceive', then, it is apparent that if S perceives 

something to be white, then it follows that there is some ordinary external 

object which is white. 

What is troubling us is that even principle (C), which moves us from 

the directly evident to the indirectly evident, does not express this as a 

matter of the directly evident entailing the indirectly evident. Triplett says 

that this can be shown if we consider the following two states of affairs. 

(P) S believes without ground for doubt that he perceives something 

to be white. 

(q) S does perceive something which is white. 

(q) can be directly evident to S, but (p) does not entail (q) which it 

should do by principle (C), which tells us that it is necessary that if (p) is 

true then (q) is evident to S. But it does not follow that (q) itself must be 

true, for this may be one of those cases in which a proposition is both 
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evident and false. This possibility of a proposition to be both evident and 

false, is not our invention, Chisholm explicitly allows it. He says: 

... it is possible that some false propositions are such that 

it is more reasonable for us to believe those propositions 

than it is for us to withhold them. Indeed, we will find 

this: it is possible that there are some propositions which 

are both evident and false. 45 

Let us try to understand Chisholm's intent: what does it mean for one 

proposition to be a basis for another? Chisholm provides the answer in the 

following definition: 

DG.l e is a basis of h for S = Df e is self-presenting for s; 

and necessarily, if e is self-presenting for S, then H is 

evident for S.46 

This defmition requires that there be some self-presenting proposition 

e such that if e is self-presenting for S, then some proposition h is directly 

evident for S. Suppose h is the proposition that S appears to perceive 

something to be white and what is the e? It is a proposition incorporating a 

belief which is without ground for doubt being self-presenting e cannot be 

the proposition that S believes that he is perceiving something to be white. 

For although this proposition is self-presenting, it is not the case that 

necessarily, if it is so, his evident (indirectly) for S. For there may be cases 

in which the proposition that S believes that he is perceiving something to 
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be white is true and is self-presenting for S, and yet h is not evident to S. 

This becomes plausible when there exist grounds for S to doubt this belief. 

Chisholm has revised his definition of self-presenting restricting it to 

'certain' as distinguished from the evident. 

h is certain. for S= Df h is beyond reasonable doubt for S 

and there is no i such that accepting i is more reasonable 

for S than accepting h. 47 

By Chisholm's definition of 'certain' the proposition that S is 

perceiving something which appears F is not certain but is more reasonable 

for S than accepting the proposition that he is perceiving something to be F. 

And on the basis of one proposition being more reasonable to accept than 

another, there is the possibility of a proposition coming in between. Thus the 

seJf-'presenting proposition, S believes that he is perceiving something to be 

F (also: Sis being appeared to F-ly) is more reasonable to accept than the 

proposition~ . S is perceiving something that looks F, compared to the 

proposition, · S is perceiving something to be F. it may be possible to 

distinguish another level of proposition between the first and second, 

namely, S is perceiving something which looks F to him irrespective of how 

. it looks to others or to his own self at other times. If there are any 

propositions in between two levels then it becomes difficult to say that self

presenting propositions provide bases for indirectly evident propositions. 

The 'in-between' propositions seem, when true, to be more reasonable for S 

to accept than the proposition's which Chisholm christened as 'certain'. 48 
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As such Chisholm's revision of the definition of self-presenting does 

not help us to understand the relation between basic and non-basic beliefs. 

There is not only problems in defining the relationship between self

presenting, states, and the directly and indirectly evident propositions, there 

is also problems regarding how Chisholm's principles safeguard the 

transition from one to the other. In setting out a summary statement of his 

methodology at the beginning of Chapter II of Theory of Knowledge (2nd 

edn.) Chisholm is adumbrating a foundationalist doctrine of just this. But 

Alston observes: 

None of these principles are of the "transfer of evidence" form. 

None of them say that if a proposition with a certain kind of 

content is evident to a subject, S, then a proposition with a 

certain related sort of content will also thereby be evident for 

that subject. So ... they doing toward enabling us to show how 

other propositions derive evidence from directly evident 
• • 49 propositiOns. 

Perhaps Chisholm was not completely unaware of the problem, and he 

writes: 

What, then, of our justification for those propositions that are 

indirectly evident? We might say that they are justified in three 

different ways. (1) They may be justified by certain relations 

they bear to what is directly evident. (2) They may be justified 

by certain relations they bear to each other. And (3) they may 
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be justified by their own nature, so to speak, and quite 

independently of the relation they bear to anything else. 50 

However, it has been amply shown that none of Chisholm's principles 

provides for the first kind of justification. 51 In any case, however, three 

postulates quoted above do not match with the early suggestion that all non

directly evident propositions derive their justification from propositions that 

are directly evident. Another difficulty with Chisholm is his "direct evident

indirectly evident" distinction. He equates "directly evident" with what is 

called in the foundational parlance as 'immediate justification". But 

Chisholm classifies many perceptual and memory experiences, which count 

as directly evident, as 'indirectly evident". This saddles Chisholm with 

incompatible criteria for the application of directly evident. 52 

At crucial point in his epistemology, Chisholm relies on the view that 

all other evident propositions derive their evidence from directly evident 

propositions. But his system does not guarantee this. Chisholm's notion of a 

self-presenting proposition is not at all clear. From the way Chisholm 

defines it, it is clear that they are "given to" or "presented" to consciousness. 

There is scope of confusion, nevertheless. In the first edition of the Theory of 

Knowledge, 'directly evident' plays the role officially assigned to "self

presenting" in the second edition. In the definition of self-evident, what the 

truth of p does is to render evident the truth of p. But Chisholm also says that 

what the truth of p does is to justify the higher level epistemic proposition 

that it is evident to S that p. If we call "self-presenting" the lower level and 

explanation of "directly evident" higher level accounts, we find that the 

higher level is mixed up with the lower level in Chisholm's discussion. We 
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may, to explicate our observation consider Chisholm's example of the man 

who is thinking that Albuquerque is in New Mexico. Chisholm presents it as 

a case of reiteration, which it is not. For what was said to be justified was the 

higher level epistemic proposition "I know that I believe that Albuquerque is 

in New Mexico." While what was said to 'state" the justification was rather 

"I do believe that it is in New Mexico". Here Chisholm is obviously 

switching to the lower-level construal. Alston points out that Chisholm is not 

clearly distinguishing the levels-distinct propositions p and it is evident to S 

that p. This is an example of level-crossing in epistemology. The question 

now is what justifies one in believing the higher level proposition that it is 

evident to me that p? Putting together different formulations to say that p is 

evident is to say that (1) it is more reasonable for me to accept p than not, 

and (2) the only proposition that could be more reasonable for me to accept 

than p would be one which has the maximum degree of reasonableness. 53 

It would seem that propositions of neither form (1) nor (2) could be 

justified by the mere fact that I am thinking about Albuquerque being 

"appeared to redly" or feeling embarrassed. 

. When I am considering something as mere reasonable to accept or 

having maximum degree of reasonableness, I am invoking valid standards of 

evaluation. The reason for accepting certain epistemic standards and 

applying them in a way may not be clear and overboard. They may be 

possessed implicitly, one may say. "Nevertheless, I would still maintain that 

at however 'implicit level'" one must "have" reasons of the sort mentioned 

if one is to be justified in any kind of evaluation. And the self-presenting 

states of just being appeared to redly or counting a glass of water, is not 
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sufficient to put one in possession of however implicit a sort, of such 

reasons." 54 

Another obvious question for us to ask is: What justifies or render 

acceptable Chisholm's rules or principles for transfer of evidence? Although 

one might expect a foundationalism to answer that such rules are self

evidently acceptable, this is not Chisholm's answer. His answer rather is that 

these rules are acceptable because they accommodate our basic common

sense beliefs. By saying that Chisholm means (a) they permit us to derive 

these beliefs from our foundational belief and (b) that they are resistant to 

counter examples, that is, they do not permit us to derive intuitively false 

beliefs from intuitively true one. 

Even if Chisholm's special rules have these properties (a) and (b), his 

use of his rules puts his foundationalism in an odd position. And this has 

been brought out neatly by Bruce Aune. 55 

He contends that a rationally acceptable justification requires that its 

premises are rationally acceptable and so are the rules of inference. We may 

allow (for the sake of argument) that foundational belief, as Chisholm 

characterizes them, are fully justifiable, but what about his rules of 

evidence? If these rules are rationally acceptable for the reasons he gives -

namely, they permit us to basic, commonsensical beliefs from the foundation 

and are thus resistant to counter examples- then, if theory is not to take us in 

higher-level circle Gustifying commonsense belief by reference to rules that 

are, in tum, justified by reference to commonsense beliefs), he must allow 

that commonsense belief have a rational credibility or acceptability that is 
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not owing to the fact that they are inferable, by acceptable rules, from 

fundamental beliefs. 

Aune contends that in either case Chisholm's foundationalism is in 

serious trouble: either it takes us in a higher level circle or it tacitly denies 

the foundationalist contention that, an empirical belief, if it is not self

justifying, is rationally justifiable, because and only because it is inferable 

from foundational beliefs. 

The difficulty Aune is pointing vitiates most foundationalist theories. 

Typically, defenders of such theories argue that certain beliefs have this self

justifying character. But they do not insist that forms of inference are equally 

self-justifying. The reason that they do not so insist is no form of non

demonstrative inference seems self-justifying. If they are not, then, their use 

for inferring ordinary empirical beliefs from allegedly self-justifying ones 

are not more secure or more rationally indubitable than those ordinary, 

empirical, commonsense beliefs. So if the standard philosophical questions 

of epistemic justification of ordinary, empirical, commonsense beliefs is to 

be satisfactorily resolved by a foundational approach, self-justifying forms 

of inference will have to be found besides self-justifying beliefs. Aune 

observes that they are not forthcoming from Chisholm who relies so much 

on rules of inference. 

An over-all change in his radical foundational position is discernible 

in Chisholm's later works. We may even say that he ~dvocares a form od 

modest foundationalism. In a note in Chapter 9 of his book, (3rd edn.), he 

says: "I believe that the view I have defended here in the present book is 
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what Audi would call 'Modest Epistemic Psychological Foundationalism'"56 

In "A Version of Foundationalism", Chisholm says that our knowledge is 

not a function merely of what is self-presenting. There is a non-foundational 

moment of justification also which is provided by the concepts of absence of 

contradiction, disconfmnation, etc. 57 The same argument seems to be 

repeated in Theory of Knowledge even more explicitly and that seems to be 

his reason for labeling his view as "modest Foundationalism". He says there 

that the epistemic status of an empirical belief is a function of three different 

things. 

(1) The object of a belief is self-presenting. In such a case, the belief 

may be called a basic apprehension. 

(2) Some beliefs may have prima-facie probability. If I accept a 

proposition, and if that proposition is not disconfirmed by my total evidence, 

then that proposition is probable for me. 

And, finally, 

(3) a belief may derive its epistemic status from the way it logically 

concurs with the other things one believes. As we have seen these relations 

may raise the raise the proposition believed from that of being merely 

probable to that ofbeing evident. 58 

Chisholm is here clearly defending principles for the sake of 

enhancing the initial degree of justification by placing such beliefs within a 

more and more inclusive coherent set of beliefs. He has modified his 

position of a strong foundationalist. 
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CHAPTER IV 

COHERENTISM 

STATEMENT AND EVALUATION 

The traditional rival of foundationalism as a theory of justification is the 

coherence theory, that is, epistemic coherentism. Coherentism is associated 

with idealism - both of the German and the British variety. Coherence 

theory is primarily a theory of truth and is evident in British idealism, e.g., 

of Bradley1 and Bosanquef. The clearest specimen of this idealistic view is 

Brand Blanshard's The Nature of Thought.3 In the Continent, Spinoza's 

Ethics is also regarded as an example of the coherence theory along with that 

of Hegel's. 

There are many philosophical vtews which have been called 

"coherence theories' including theories of truth and meaning; but what we 

have in mind, in the present context, is a coherence theory of epistemic 

justification within a coherence theory of empirical knowledge. Whether it is 

a coherence theory of truth, meaning or justification that is being explored, 

the initial difficulty felt in each is how to define the term "coherence'. The 

term 'coherence' cannot be adequately defined, it has been said. Bland 

Blanshard says, " ... no fully satisfactory definition can be given."4 Dr. 

Ewing says: It is wrong to tie down the advocates of the coherence theory to 

a precise definition ... "5 Blanshard further says that what it means may be 

clearer if we take a few examples of familiar systems. We know that the 

coherence theory of truth makes use of the mathematical metaphor (model). 
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A coherent system is a completely interconnected system where no 

proposition is arbitrary; every proposition would be entailed by the others 

jointly and even singly.6 The vision that all of mans knowledge of the 

physical universe forms part of one, single, alL-embracing cognitive system 

is of ancient and respectable lineage. This ideal is indeed ancient, for it was 

adumbrated by Parmenides, elaborated by Plato, developed in loving detail 

and with immense labor by Aristotle. Incidentally, Aristotle's Posterior 

Analytics also provides the impulse for foundationalism. Coherence theory 

of knowledge and truth is also espoused by a whole host of thinkers from the 

Church fathers to Leibnitz, Hegel and beyond. 

The ideal of systematicity is sought, in the mainstream Western 

tradition, in mathematics, in particular, geometry. Let us look at the number 

series. If we abstract a number from the number series it would be a mere 

unrecognizable X; similarly, the very thought of a straight line involves the 

thought of Euclidean space to which it belongs. It is perhaps in such systems 

as Euclidean geometry that we get the most perfect examples of coherence. 

The idealist theories like Ewing, Joachim and others have fallen back on 

such models in clarifying the meaning of coherence, while elucidating the 

coherence theory of truth advocated by them. 

Assuming that the classical account of knowledge is correct at least in 

maintaining that justified true belief is necessary for knowledge (with or 

without additional conditions), we can identify two kinds of coherence 

theories of knowledge, those that are coherentist merely in virtue of 

incorporating a coherence theory of justification, and those that are doubly 

coherentist because they account both for justification and truth in terms of 
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coherence. Such seems to be the view of logical positivist thinkers, Neurath 

and Camap7 defending coherence theory of justification and knowledge in 

addition to coherence theory of truth. In this chapter we shall concentrate on 

the coherence theory of justification 

Section: I 

Historically, the coherence theory of justification grew out of a rejection of 

foundationalism, particularly as an outcome of the regress of justification. It 

rejects empirical foundationalism and holds instead that coherence, roughly, 

the agreement and mutual inferential support of empirical beliefs is the 

primary or even the exclusive basis for empirical justification as such, the 

entailment theory of coherence of the idealists concerning the relationship of 

coherence as a relation of necessary connection is entertained by no present 

philosopher and that is not quite without reasons. No logical relationship, by 

itself, can establish the truth or even the credibility of any factual judgment. 

Every contingent statement can be negated. If we have a system of 

contingent statements necessarily implying each other, we can also have a 

system of statements negating these and also having relation of entailment 

among themselves. So every contingent system in one system is negated in 

the other. The entailment theory of coherence severs itself off from truth. 8 

As a theory of epistemic justification the coherence theory is a about 

epistemic warrant or authority of empirical statement deriving entirely from 

coherence and not at all from any sort of 'foundation'. It says that there is 

no question of a belief's being justified all by itself, self-justified or self

warranted, as the foundationalist's basic beliefs are supposed to be. To be 
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justified a belief must fit into a coherent system. And the system is more or 

less justified depending on how well it hangs together considered as a whole. 

Our body of beliefs forms a coherent whole. It does not need a foundation. 
--

According to this theory, all beliefs in the context of knowledge are justified 

by virtue of their relation to other beliefs. This is not coherence definition of 

truth; it is rather the view that justification of any belief depends on that 

beliefs having evidential support from other beliefs via mutual relation of 

coherence. Thus, on an intuitive level, coherence is a matter of how the 

beliefs, in a system of beliefs fit together or "dovetail' with each other, so as 

to constitute one unified and tightly structured whole. And it is clear that the 

fitting together depends on logical, inferential and explanatory relations of 

many different sorts among the components of the system. 

Here the reference to the whole system is crucial. Coherence theorists 

do not merely claim that the epistemic significance of a given belief must 

always be assessed in the context of some further commitments; rather, they 

insist that the justification of individual beliefs depends on such properties of 

total belief-systems. Coherence theories ·are holistic in nature. The difference 

between foundationalism and coherentism can be explained in terms of two 

competing models of justifying inference. The former conceives of 

justifying inference on a linear model, in which justification proceeds from 

given 'premises' to 'conclusions' often described as the one-directionality of 

justification. The coherent theorist's holistic model is decidedly non-linear. 

The primary function of providing evidence is not to transfer epistemic 

status from belief to belief. Indeed, beliefs are not the primary focus of 

justification, rather it is the whole system of beliefs that is justified or not in 

the primary sense; individual beliefs are justified in virtue of their 
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membership in an appropriately structured system of beliefs, and not 

because this status is passed on to them from beliefs further down some 

evidential chain in which they figure. Our doxastic system does not allow 

justification of belief to end in a foundation belief. While the beliefs that 

comprise a given system will be logically interconnected in various ways, 

these connections are not in themselves relations of justification. Rather the 

density of such interconnections contributes to the coherence of the system. 

The coherence of a system of beliefs is enhanced or diminished to the extent 

to which the interconnections are increased or decreased. Individual beliefs 

are justified derivatively in virtue of belonging to a coherent total view. 

As Laurence BonJour says: 

The alternative (to the linear conception of inferential 

justification) is a holistic or systematic conception of 

inferential justification ... : beliefs are justified by being 

inferentially related to other beliefs in the overall context 

of a coherent system. 9 

BonJour continues further saying: 

There is no ultimate relation of epistemic priority among 

the members of such a system and consequently no basis 

for a true regress. The component beliefs are so related 

that each can be justified in terms of the others; the 

direction in which the justifying argument actually moves 

depends on which belief is under scrutiny in a particular 
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context. The apparent circle of justification is not vicious 

because the justification of particular beliefs depends 

finally not on other particular beliefs, but on the over- all 

system and its coherence. 10 

The word "system" is a recurrent feature in coherentism. What is a 

system, then? According to Nicholas Rescher, a system is not just 

constellation of interrelated elements, but one of elements assembled 

together in a functional unity. 11 He understands a system in the light of 

cognitive systematization - the systematic structuring of bodies of 

information. For him, systematicity lies deep not only in the very nature of 

scientific understanding but also represents an idealization toward which 

science can and should progress. He gives an analysis of the idea of 

coherence in terms of systematic interrelationships. A system is the 

believer's entire body or set of beliefs, all of which would stand or fall 

together. But on careful reflection, such an extreme holism is quite 

unnecessary and is highly implausible. In addition to aggravating a number 

of other problems. It would force the coherentist to say, most implausibly, 

that the justification of a belief in an area, for example, nuclear physics 

could be undermined by a serious incoherence in the person's beliefs in 

another area, for example, art history, which is completely unrelated to 

nuclear physics. What coherentists clearly require is that the primary units of 

justification be groups of interrelated beliefs, rather than individual beliefs: 

groups that are large enough to either satisfy or non-trivially fail to satisfy 

the various aspects of the concept of coherence. 
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With this preliminary account of the coherence theory as an 

alternative to foundationlism, we may add that coherence is often understood 

as consistency. But coherence and consistency are not the same thing. A 

coherent system must be consistent but not conversely, a consistent system .. 

need not be very coherent. Consistency is a necessary condition for 

coherence .But it is not the sufficient condition. The absence of conflict or 

incongruence between the components of a system is not coherence. 

Coherence has to do with systematic connections between components of a 

belief system. Mere lack of conflict or confrontation among beliefs which 

exist independently of one another may give rise to consistency, but that will 

not be coherence. Mere consistency appears to bear a negative sense -

absence of conflict. Whereas coherence means something more - a positive 

relation that brings some propositions together. And the positive connection 

among beliefs must be some sort of inferential relations. These inferential 

relations contribute to the coherence of a system of beliefs and this 

coherence is enhanced in proportion to the number and strength of such 

relations. And, the coherence of a system of beliefs is diminished to the 

extent to which it is divided into sub-systems of beliefs which wear away the 

inferential connection. Cornman 12 and others have worried that coherentism 

suffers from fatal flaws because a coherentist's justificatory set might 

include simultaneously as elements theorems of quantum mechanics and 

materials from classical mechanics, thus producing inconsistency. Our 

contention is that the functioning of the epistemic agent is such that it greatly 

constrains the elements of the justificatory set, and thus renders this concern 

otiose. Moreover, the notion of coherence, as we are arguing, 1s a more 

positive connection or mutual relatedness among beliefs. 
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Second, coherence is closely connected with the concept of explanation. 

In Chapter I of this work, the relation between explanation and justification 

is raised. It has been argued that explanation is not Justification-affording 

when we are speaking of justifying a single proposition by another 

proposition or a belief by another belief. But we have not discounted its role 

in justification in the context of a body of beliefs. Hitherto, the best grounds 

derive not from mathematics but from research practices in natural sciences. 

Standard examples in scientific research show that justification is the 

strongest when explanatory theories and experimental observations fit 

together. A scientist begins with, say, beliefs about the shapes of orbits of 

known planets, and the planets' masses, belief in the theory of gravitation, 

beliefs about the influence of gravitation on the shapes of planetary orbits, 

and beliefs about the way telescopes give observations of distance bodies. 

These beliefs cohere in a system of explanation, prediction and 

confirmation. This scientific situation seems to include the feature that each 

belief is epistemically supported by its coherence with the others in the 

system. Nothing outside of the system is needed for coherence to play the 

role of a justifying factor. In particular, the support provided by mutual 

coherence in an explanatory system does not depend on any self-justifying 

belief inside or out of the system. These considerations defend two 

coherentist theses: 

(i) Explanatory coherence contributes to epistemic justification. 

(ii)No autonomously justified belief is necessary, for the beliefs m a 

coherence system are to be supported by their mutual coherence. 
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From the natural scientific model it seems that explanatory coherence 

is at least part of the truth about justification. We shall discuss this particular 

feature of coherence below. 

Section: II 

The theory of explanatory coherence or coherence as explanation has been 

elaborated by Keith Lehrer before having made a statement of his own 

version of coherence theory. 13 Before we enter into that we shall make 

certain cautionary remarks. Explanation in the context of coherence theory 

should not be understood as causal explanation. Gilbert Harman14 condemns 

causal explanation of a belief as insufficient to account for all varieties of 

knowledge. He suggests replacing 'cause' by 'because', that is to say, by the 

explanatory efficacy of a belief. Explanation is a wider term, causal 

explanation being a variant of it. Evidence and that which is evidenced may 

not be causally related. Evidences are supposed to explain - provide reasons 

or a sufficiently plausible account ofwhy a belief is held. 

According to the theory of explanatory coherence, whether a belief is 

justified, cannot be decided in isolation from a system of beliefs. The system 

of beliefs determining justification must be one in which we explain as much 

as we can and leave as little unexplained as possible. If justification is 

explanatory, then it is the function of a belief in explanation that justifies it. 

There are two ways in which a belief can so function. A belief can either 

itself explain or be part of what explains something, or it can be explained or 
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be part of what is explained. To have explanatory coherence, one must both 

have something to explain and something to explain it .It means that some 

beliefs are justified because they get explained, and they, on their part, 

explain others. As Lehrer has variously put it: "All beliefs are explained by 

their explanatory role." Again, "Some beliefs are justified because of what 

they explain, others are justified because they are explained." 

"Moreover, a belief may be justified both because it explains and because it 

is explained,"15 

This theory has an appeal for us because this theory succeeds not only 

in justifying perceptual claims but also claims about the mental states of 

others. For example, my belief that the chair on which I am sitting supports 

me may explain why, in my present posture, I do not fall to the ground; and 

that the chair supports me may be explained, given my position in it, by the 

rigidity, hardness and so on of the chair, and this, in tum, may be explained 

by the solidity of the floor, that it is made of concrete and not of butter. This 

theory can also explain our justified beliefs in the mental states of others. Let 

us state an example. Suppose I saw an injured man before me writing, 

moaning and behaving in ways which I would behave if I were experiencing 

intense pain. Advocates of explanatory coherence theory argue that the best 

explanation of why he behaves the way he does, is that he is feeling pain. If 

one argues than the man is not feeling pain then one has to confront several 

problems. The first problem is: we must explain why the man is behaving in 

this way though he is not feeling pain? If we opt for some alternative 

explanation of his behavior we have to assume that though this man is not in 

pain others in such circumstances would feel pain. But then some 

explanation is needed to account for the difference. Otherwise we have to 
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suppose that others generally fail to feel pain in such circumstances in which 

case we must explain why do we feel pain while others do not? The only 

way, it seems, to get rid of the problem is to suppose that generally others 

including the injured man of our example feel pain as we do in these 

circumstances. 16 

Explanatory coherence is connected with the question of better 

explanatory systems. It stipulates that the idea of explanation and better 

explanation are to be stressed. Thus a system has maximum explanatory 

coherence among those systems of beliefs understood by s, if and only if, 

there is no system having greater explanatory coherence among those 

systems. Beliefs which explain have undoubtedly more explanatory efficacy 

than the beliefs which are explained by it. Beliefs that are. both explaining 

and explained reach a high level of justification. Related to this is the feature 

that explanation may have degree. A belief may be better explained, better 

than another, or it may explain better, better than another. A system of 

beliefs has greater explanatory coherence than a second if the first leaves 

less unexplained beliefs or explains better what it does explain than that of 

the explanatory coherence of the second. This is the view of Wilfrid Sellars17 

who suggests that if a belief system is held together by a maximum of 

explanatory connections, then it is the one to be chosen. Suppose that there 

are two systems of beliefs, each having a maximum explanatory coherence 

and yet t)ley are inconsistent with each other. Pointing out this flaw Lehrer 

argues as follows: 

There may be two or more systems of beliefs each having a 

maximum of explanatory coherence. Each may be such that 
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no other consistent system of beliefs leaves less unexplained, 

and none explains what it does explain better. Consequently, a 

belief may cohere with one system of beliefs having a 

maximum of explanatory coherence while the contradictory of 

that belief coheres with another system of beliefs having a 

maximum of explanatory coherence. In the current account 

both beliefs would be completely justified. 18 

It is plain that this is something absurd and hence unacceptable. To 

skirt the absurdity, it is felt that something in addition to the explanatory 

relation of coherence between beliefs has to be there as an ingredient of 

justification. We must have a criterion to choose between two such systems. 

Lehrer refers to the views of philosophers such as Sellars, Quine and 

Harman who have appealed to the simplicity of the over-all system to 

provide such a criterion. Of two systems, both having a maximum of 

explanatory coherence, the simpler of the two is to be accepted. 

The problem here is that it is not easy to decide which of the two is 

the simpler. The notion of simplicity "is obscure and complex". There are 

different ways of deciding which is. Simplicity can be judged from different· 

dimensions. In Lehrer's words: 

One system may be simpler than another in terms of the 

postulates of the system; in terms of the basic concepts of 

the system; in terms of the ontology of the system. We 

have, at least, postulational, conceptual and ontological 
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simplicity to consider, and these modes of simplicity may 

conflict. 19 

Another difficulty is in the offing. Suppose that there are in fact such 

simple systems. The question would be: How to choose between them? If 

two systems are equally simple and equally coherent, it will be difficult to 

decide which provides complete justification for the beliefs within it without 

compromising one's theoretical position. Sometimes conceptual simplicity is· 

purchased at the cost of multiplication of entities in ontology. Some other 

times ontological simplicity is to be given priority over postulational · · 

simplicity. The main point is that there is reason to doubt that there is any 

articulate conception of simplicity to which impartial appeal could be made 

in choosing between explanatory coherent systems. Finally, we may enhance 

the simplicity and coherence of a system by leaving out concepts and 

entities, by decreasing less explained beliefs or denying the truth of these 

statements describing something unexplained, until we reach a system where 

nothing remains unexplained. Thus there is a simple system which is 

sterilized to remain confmed to only what can be neatly explained. In such a 

system coherence among beliefs will be maximum but at the expense of a 

minimum of content. On the basis of these defects of explanatory coherence, 

Lehrer concludes that coherence is not a matter of explanation. 

Lehrer's reconstructed theory of coherence starts with linking 

justification with a background system of beliefs, the formation of which has 

the goals of attaining truth and avoiding error. S may be completely justified 

in what he believes, when the belief has a better chance of cohering with the 

background system of beliefs. The background belief system is a nexus of 
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beliefs that S forms about himself,· about the world, about his abilities, 

circumstances, etc., together with his beliefs about others, about what they 

see or believe. To quote from Lehrer: 

The justification of perceptual beliefs arises within the 

nexus of cohering beliefs. It is not the simple belief that I 

see something red, but that belief together with other 

beliefs about myself, my abilities, and my circumstances, 

on which justification depends. That is not all. My beliefs 

about others, about what they see and believe, may also 

be relevant. Doubts I have may be erased by the 

testimony of others which brings me to believe that they 

share my beliefs about what is before me. My beliefs 

concerning general theories, scientific or otherwise 

contribute to justification. . . . The complete justification 

of our perceptual beliefs depends on a myriad of other 

beliefs, about ourselves, about others, about experience, 

and about the entire universe.20 

A person S goes on with this system of beliefs till he is given to delete 

beliefs as an impartial and disinterested truth-seeker. Such purging of 

erroneous beliefs results in a new system of beliefs which is called the 

corrected doxastic system of S. The corrected doxastic system of S is a sub

set of the doxastic set, resulting when every statement is deleted which 

describes S as believing something he would ease to believe as an impartial 

and disinterested truth-seeker. 
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The corrected doxastic system of S includes all those 

beliefs of S which are rational, which are based on some 

evidence. In forming a corrected doxastic system 

irrational unfounded beliefs must be eliminated. 21 

A statement coheres with the corrected doxastic system of S if and 

only if within that system p is believed to have a better chance of being true 

than a competing claim. The question is, what is Lehrer's idea of 

competition? Generally, the idea of competition can be illustrated with 

reference to cases which involve the ideas of winning or losing as far 

example, in cases of drawings in a lottery. Other gambling situations further 

illustrate the idea of competition and what it involves. However, in the 

present context the problem may be considered in the light of our perceptual 

beliefs. Suppose I believe that I see a vase on the table. This belief competes 

with my having the belief that the vase I am seeing is not a real vase but a 

vase-like thing to deceive me. The belief that I see a red apple before me has · 

little chance of being erroneous when I compare this with those competition 

with which it competes. Comparative reasonableness helps us to understand 

this notion. In short, I believe that there is a better chance that I see a red 

apple or a real vase, is true than any statement which competes with it. Its 

having a better chance of being true than its competitors is guaranteed by the 

support it gets within a system of beliefs; to use Lehrer's words: "The beliefs 

he (the believer) would retain as a veracious man." This system would not, 

of course, contain any and every belief but a specified sort of beliefs. We 

make, as if, cost-benefit comparison of our beliefs, making an assessment of 

which beliefs to retain and which beliefs to purge in line with, impartial and 

disinterested quest for truth in a specified area. In Lehrer's terminology a 
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person is personally justified "in accepting a proposition p if and only if p 

coheres with his corrected doxastic system." Since the latter is a set of 

propositions the subject "accepts in the interest of truth", this embodies an 

idea of what has been called epistemic conscientiousness. 

What Lehrer subscribes to is a subjective theory of coherence instead 

of defending an objective coherence theory. In an attempt to justify one's 

beliefs there is nothing other than one's beliefs to which one can appeal. As 

we have already noted him saying that there is no exit from the circle of 

beliefs. A man's system of beliefs must consist of statements articulating 

what he believes. Lehrer calls them 'doxastic statements' and the system 

comprising of them is called the 'doxastic system'. It is a set of subjective 

statements. It is with such a system that a belief must cohere in order to be 

completely justified. Lehrer suggests a theory of subjective probability based 

on comparison instead of quantitative measure of probability. "A man may 

believe that one statement has a better chance of being true than another 

without believing either statement to have any precise numerical chance of 

being true."22
• In the words of Chowdhury; 

... the justifying process is stretched to that point where 

the subject himself is satisfied .... Rather than demanding 

an external guarantee of success subjective integrity of 

the enquirer and the internal relations among his beliefs 

are stressed upon. Justification is not needed until a 

knowledge claim is disputed and justification need not 

proceed beyond the point at which agreement is reached. 

Sufficiency of evidence or the justifiability of it is 
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relative to the person to whom something is to be 

justified. It all depends on how much he already knows 

and how much he needs to be satisfied. Even when one 

may fail to convince others, one may be completely 

justified in one's beliefs (though the belief is not self

justified). 23 

The idea of subjective justification is carried forward by Lehrer in his 

book, Theory of Knowledge/4 as personal justification. In Lehrer's view 

such justification amounts to coherence with a background system - called 

the evaluation system - consists of three parts "the acceptance system, the 

preference system and the reasoning system. The acceptance system is the 

core of the evaluation system and is defined as the set of states of acceptance 

of S described by statements of the form "S accepts that p" attributing to S 

just those things S accepts at t with the objective of obtaining truth and 

avoiding error wit h respect to the content accepted, that is, with respect to 

the content that p.25 Suppose, to take an example, that s accepts Guwahati is 

Assam. That might lead one to expect that the statement "Guwahati is in 

Assam" should be an element of S's acceptance system. But this, as we saw, 

is not how Lehrer defines the notion. Rather, the acceptance system contains 

the statement "S accepts that "Guwahati is in Assam". So, when Lehrer 

writes that in personal justification we must start with what we accepe6
, this 

does not mean that we are allowed to take the truth of "Guwahati is in 

Assam" and other propositions we accept for granted. It only means that we 

may take for granted that we accept those things, i.e., we take a certain 

attitude, that of acceptance, towards those propositions. Lehrer sometimes 
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calls the set of all propositions p such that "S accepts that p" is in the 

acceptance system, in the content of the system. 

The preference system of S at . t is the set of states of preference 

described by statements of the form "S prefers accepting that p to accepting 

that q' attributing to S just those preferences S has at t. Finally, the reasoning 

system of S at t is the set of states of reasoning from acceptance of the 

premises pl, .Q2 to the conclusion c. Both the preference system and the 

reasoning system are geared to the objective of obtaining truth and avoiding 

error. 

What is Lehrer's motivation to introduce the preference and reasoning 

systems as part of the evaluation system? As for preferences, he writes the 

following in his book, Self-Trust: 26 

I have said before that a person is personally justified in 

accepting if and only if acceptance of it coheres with the 

acceptance system of the person. I now think that will not 

suffice, because preferences are also essential to the kind 

of coherence that yields justified acceptance.27 

It is also of interest to note that in Lehrer's view the justification of 

preferences parallels the justification of acceptances: 

Thus, personally justified acceptance, acceptance 

justified for me, is acceptance that coheres with an 

evaluation system including preferences. Justification, we 
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are told, is coherence with the evaluation system. How, 

then, should we understand coherence? Coherence and 

personal justification result when all objections, 

incompatible with a person's acceptance system, and 

threatening to undermine its reliability, are answered. 28 

Thus, the process of justifying a claim has the character of a game 

with the objections and answers being the different moves the players can 

make. Lehrer fittingly calls it the justification game. If all the objections 

raised by the critic are met, then the claimant wins the game. If he wins the 

game, his original claim coheres with the evaluation system and he is 

personally or subjectively justified in accepting her original claim, if not, he 

is not justified in his acceptance. 29 Lehrer is careful to point out that the 

justification game is only a "heuristic device for understanding 

considerations that make a person justified in accepting something rather 

than a psychological model of mental processes"30 

Laurence BonJour has developed a coherence theory of empirical 

knowledge in his paper "Can Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation?" 31 

prefaced by his anti-foundationalist stand. The purpose of this paper is 

intended as "an idealized reconstruction of a relatively pure coherence 

theory". 32 He has the conviction that all foundationalist accounts of 

empirical knowledge are untenable. He argues against the foundationalist 

theory that basic beliefs provide a secure foundation for empirical 

knowledge. Not only that. He also argues against the idea that inferential 

justification is essentially linear in character involving a linear sequence of 

beliefs along which warrant is transferred from the basic to the non-basic 
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beliefs.33His other objections against foundationalism have been discussed 

in Chapter III and we do not intend to repeat them here. In his later works34 

this anti-foundationalist posture is considerably softened. He became more 

concerned with articulating the concept of coherence and to save it from the 

serious objections raised against it. Let us pass on to his account of 

coherence. He puts forward three theses: 

1. A believer's system of beliefs must be logically consistent. 

2. The system of beliefs is coherent in proportion to the degree of its 

probabilistic consistency. 

3. The system's coherence is increased in proportion to the number and 

strength of inferential connections among its components. 

4. The coherence of the system is diminished to the extent to which it is 

divided into inferentially isolated sub-systems and the coherence is 

decreased in proportion to the pressure of unexplained anomalies. 

These contentions are not new. They are accepted by almost all 

coherentists. We find some of them being discussed at length in Keith 

Lehrer's version of coherentism. What else does BonJour tell us? He makes 

an attempt to devise answers to some of the standard objections that have 

continued to vitiate coherentism. Three most fatal objections detected by 

BonJour34 are as follows. 

1. There is the so-called "isolation problem" or "input problem" - the 

problem of self-enclosed · system of beliefs devoid of actual empirical 

reference. An account of justification of beliefs that depends entirely on 

coherence will have the absurd consequence that contingent or empirical 
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beliefs might be justified in the absence of an inferential input from the 

extra-conceptual world that they attempt to describe. This would have the 

consequence that the truth of the beliefs could only be an accident in relation 

to the world. This phenomenon has been described by saying that 'we cannot 

go beyond the web of belief' or "the circle of beliefs". 

2. The second standard objection is the alternative coherent system 

objection. There is always the possibility of indefinitely many different 

possible systems beliefs each as internally coherent as the others and are 

equally justified .. This is surely an absurd result. There will arise the problem 

of selection among competing coherent systems. 

3. The third and the most fundamental objection is whether adopting 

beliefs on the basis of coherentist justification is likely to lead to believing 

the truth. Justification being truth conducive, one who seeks justified beliefs 

is at least to find true ones because truth is the goal of the cognitive 

enterprise. 

We know that the concept of coherence suffers from the problem of a 

self-enclosed system of beliefs devoid of actual empirical reference. It is 

obvious that the beliefs in order to be empirical beliefs must have real 

connections with the world. There must be some input into the cognitive 

system from the world. This is what BonJour means by the "observation 

requirement". Coherentists hardly deny the role of observations in empirical 

justification. But how is it plausible to explain observational beliefs in a non

foundationalist way? Simply the fact that they have their origin in sense

experience does not guarantee that they are justification-giving in character. 
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In any case, ·the causal explanation of the beliefs cannot be foreclosed. The 

world impinges upon us by causing beliefs which are spontaneous. And they 

are to be understood causally and not epistemically. They are epistemically 

justified only from within the system. 

BonJour seeks to address these largely unsolved problems by what he 

calls the "the observation requirement", that is, the role of observation in 

empirical justification within the coherentist framework. These 

observati<;mal beliefs are conceived in two ways. So far as their origin is 

concerned, such beliefs are non-inferential. But their justification is a matter 

of the coherence among these empirical beliefs. In the justifying sense, there 

is no belief that is non-inferential. BonJour says: 

Thus the reason that visual perceptual beliefs are 

epistemically justified or warranted is that we have 

empirical background knowledge which tells us that 

beliefs of this specific sort are epistemically reliable. This 

is the basic claim of the CTEK for all varieties of 

observation. 35 

We know that the concept of coherence suffers from the problem of a 

self-enclosed system of beliefs devoid of actual empirical reference. It is 

obvious that the beliefs in order to be empirical beliefs must have real 

connections with the world. There must be some input into the cognitive 

system from the world. This is what BonJour means by the "observation 

requirement". Coherentists hardly deny the role of observations in empirical 

justification. But how is it plausible to explain observational beliefs in a non-
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foundationalist way? Simply the fact that they have their origin in sense

experience does not guarantee that they are justification-giving in character. 

In any case, the causal explanation of the beliefs cannot be foreclosed. The 

world impinges upon us by causing beliefs which are spontaneous. And they 

are to be understood causally and not epistemically. They are epistemically 

justified only from within the system. 

Thus, BonJour allows for the input into the cognitive system from the 

world while insisting that this input must be understood in causal rather than 

in epistemic terms. In any case their causal explanation cannot be foreclosed. 

The world impinges on us by causing beliefs which are spontaneous. As 

such they are to be understood causally. They are epistemically justified 

only from within the system. Thus, by making the distinction between the 

generating sense and the justificatory sense of these beliefs BonJour 

provides both for input from the non-conceptual world and their being 

epistemically justified or warranted only from the system. The observational 

beliefs are marked by spontaneity. This, he argues, will allow a role to 

experience, while remaining faithful to the coherentist conception of 

justification as exclusively inferential. Examples of such observation beliefs 

would be, "I see a red book on the desk before me", "The figure approaching 

is my friend John", etc. 

In his The Structure of Empirical Knowledge, BonJour attempts to 

provide for observational input by appealing to the specific idea of a 

"cognitively spontaneous belief', one which simply strikes the observer in 

· an involuntary, coercive, non-inferential way, rather than arising as a 

product of any sort of inference or other discursive processes. That a ·belief 
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has this status, however, says nothing, so far, according to the coherentist, 

about how or even whether it is justified. They strike us spontaneously. They 

are not reliable but are likely to be true when specific conditions are 

fulfilled, namely, the lighting conditions are normal, the distance is not too 

great, and one is rtot under the influence of drug and so on. But how do we 

know that our beliefs are objectively reliable? In fact there is no reason to 

think that all cognitively spontaneous beliefs are justified since this class of 

beliefs includes hunches and irrational spontaneous convictions, as well as 

beliefs resulting from perception. BonJour, however, maintains as follows: 

. . . certain cognitively spontaneous beliefs are justified 

from within the system, by appeal to (i)the fact of their 

spontaneous occurrences; and (ii) the apparent track 

record of spontaneous beliefs of those specific kind 

(identified by such things as their subject matter, their 

apparent mode of sensory production, as reflected in the 

content of the belief, and concomitant factors of various 

kind)as regards frequency of truth (under specified 

conditions), all these being assessed, of course, from 

within the system. 36 

The justifying reason for such cognitively spontaneous beliefs appeals 

to their status as being cognitively spontaneous. The resulting justification is 

also dependent on the fact that the claim that a belief of this kind and 

produced in this way is likely to be true stands in a relation of coherence 

with the background system of beliefs. Such a belief would have arrived at 

(1) non-inferentially but still justified by appeal to inference relation and (2) 
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coherence. We have a bridge built between the inputs from the world its 

being recognizably coherent in character. 

The coherentist has no access to the fact to judge the reliability of his 

beliefs. A system of beliefs which remain coherent and stable over the long 

run and continues to satisfy the observation requirement is likely to 

correspond to independent reality. A system which violates this empirical 

thrust, a system which violates the observation requirement is inferior in 

status to a coherent system which receives at least some input from the 

world. A cognitive system which fails to accord with reality is unlikely to 

remain coherent unless it is revised in that direction. If the observations 

actually made produce inconsistency or incoherence within the system they 

force its revision. If the observational beliefs are not themselves rejected by 

the revision, they will bring the system more in accord with reality37 

It is clear that the primary motivation for the coherentist account of 

observation is to meet the isolation problem by showing how observational 

beliefs that are causally generated by the world might nevertheless given a 

coherentist justification and how an observational requirement of this sort 

can be made a necessary condition for empirical justification within a 

coherentist framework. The coherentist' s main response to the alternative 

coherent system objection also depends crucially on the idea of observation. 

As regard the objection whether a coherentist theory of justification can 

ensure truth, the way open for the coherentist is to argue from the premise 

that a given system of beliefs is coherent to the conClusion that the 

component beliefs are likely, to an appropriate degree, to be true. 38 
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We may venture to say that BonJour's attitude to foundationalism has 

changed radically if we attend to the evolution of his thinking for the two 

decades after the publication of CTEK. In fact he now considers the 

prospects for defending a viable foundationalism in the face of the 

objections that were raised at the beginning of the essay, "The Dialectic of 

Foundationalism and Coherentism". He even explicitly speaks of a 

confrontation between a conceptual description and the non-conceptual 

chunk of reality. This is particularly significant as it seems to work towards 

the reconciliation we are after in our context. Let us quote him: 

We seem to have exactly the sort of "confrontation" 

between a conceptual description and the nonconceptual 

chunk of reality that it purports to describe. Which many 

philosophers, myself again alas included, have rejected as 

impossible. Such a confrontation is only possible, to be 

sure, where the reality in question is itself a conscious 

state, but in that very specific case it seems to be entirely 

unproblematic. In that way it turns out to be possible for 

nonconceptual experience to yield justification for beliefs 

about the experienced content itself. I conclude that the 

given is not after all a myth.39 

What went above we were considering some time-worn objections 

against the coherence theory of justification. One such objection concerns 

the relation between coherentist justification and truth-conduciveness. In his 

influential paper "Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge" (henceforth 

CTTK), Davidson has provided a key to overcoming the problem, the 
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desired link between coherence and truth. The notion of truth thus secured is 

supposed "not [to be] in competition with a correspondence theory; his 

argument is that "coherence yields correspondence." The connection is 

brought forward by transcendental argument to the effect that had the beliefs 

not been true they would not have cohered with one another. The point of 

insisting on correspondence is that the notion of truth yielded is a realistic 

one and it is realistic without commitment to the idea of "a confrontation 

between what we believe and reality. He says: 

My slogan is: correspondence without confrontation. Given a correct 

epistemology, we can be realists in all departments. We can accept objective 

truth conditions as the key to meaning, a realist view of truth, and we can 

insist that knowledge is of an objective world independent of our thought 

and language. 40There are two strategies one might follow in showing that 

a coherent set of beliefs is largely true. The first is to show that our beliefs 

accurately represent the world by linking them directly to something outside 

thought and language. - most plausibly some notion of experience. 

Davidson rejects this approach with an argument against foundationalism in 

epistemology and theory of meaning. The second strategy, which he adopts, 

is some form of coherence theory. What is Davidson's understanding of 

coherence? Ordinarily coherence can be said to be no other than absence of 

logical inconsistency or just equivalent to logical consistency. This is the 

weak sense of coherence. But in a strong sense, inferential relations of 

various sorts, explanatory relations, and relations of mutual support are 

supposed to be indispensable for defining coherence. By coherence, 

Davidson means any theory which accepts that "nothing can count as a 

reason for holding a belief except another belief."41 
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The positive part of Davidson's argument is a demonstration that 

"someone with a more or less coherent belief has reason to suppose that his 

beliefs are not mistaken in the main. "42 This argument has two parts. First, 

the nature of beliefs ensures that anyone's beliefs are mostly true. The whole 

truth about belief is given by its place in radical interpretation, and an 

interpreter is constrained to fmd a subject's beliefs true in the main. Second, 

given the conclusion of the first part of the argument - that beliefs are by 

their nature true in the main we all have a reason to taking our beliefs to be 

true in the main. To ask the question "How do I know that my beliefs are 

generally true "one must ask what belief is and "the agent has only to reflect 

on what a belief is to appreciate that most of his basic beliefs are true". 43 

All Davidson has claimed to do is to show that it is impossible for 

most of our beliefs to be false. In particular he has not aimed at giving us a 

theory of knowledge, or claimed that merely belonging to a coherent set 

makes those of our beliefs which are true pieces of knowledge; though he 

thinks the general presumption in favor of the truth of the members of a 

coherent set of beliefs is a justification for holding them, he does not think it 

is necessarily knowledge-yielding justification. For one's beliefs might 

cohere, and therefore might be true, but one may not have reasons to believe 

that beliefs are coherent and true. Thus, one may lack justification foe one's 

beliefs. Again, it might so happen that one has reasoned beliefs in the 

coherence of beliefs but one does not appreciate one's reasons. In that case 

one lacks knowledge. Thus, having true beliefs is not sufficient for 

knowledge. What brings truth and knowledge together is meaning. He 

points out that on his truth-conditional theory of meaning to know the 
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meaning of a sentence is to know its truth conditions. This of course needs a 

lot of clarification into which we do not want to enter. 

We now tum to the first of the questions raised at the beginning; how 

does the argument to the essentially veridical nature of beliefs work, and 

specifically, how do we reach the conclusion that "an interpreter must so 

interpret as to make a speaker or agent largely correct about the world?44 

This Davidsonian claim is attractive and intuitively right. In the CTTK, 

there are two strands of argument offered. First, there are certain general 

claims. Charity is needed "to make the speaker intelligible, since too great 

diviation from consistency and corrections leave no common ground on 

which to judge either community or difference. "45 The presumption of truth 

is required to give us a way of getting from sentences held true to belief and 

meaning, th~ joint determinants of holding-true: "the principle of charity 

help solve the problem of the interaction of meaning and belief by 

restraining the degrees of freedom allowed belief while determining how to 

interpret words."46and, an equally general point related to these, we need to 

interpret beliefs as being largely true if we are to make sense of their subject 

matters; "We can ... take it as given that mot beliefs are correct. The reason 

for this is that a belief is identified by its location in a pattern of beliefs, what 

the belief is about', Davidson says in Inquiries into Truth and 

Interpretation.47Second, there is a more specific reason why most of a 

subject's most basic beliefs about the immediate environment must be true: 

"We must, in the plainest and methodologically most basic cases, take the 

objects of a belief to be the causes of that belief. And, what we, as 

interpreters, must take them to be is what they in fact are. "48 As an example: 
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Consider how we discover what some simple sentence 

means, say, "There's a table" or "Here is a piece of green · 

paper", or "Here is a piece of green paper". Our basic 

evidence is that the speaker is caused to assent . . . to 

these sentences by the presence of the table or pieces of 

green paper, whilst the absence of these objects causes 

him (generally) to dissent from the same sentence.49 

Now the general arguments obviously do not yield the conclusion that 

interpretation must be charitable. It is true that we need some way into 

interpretation. And we need a pattern of beliefs to fix the subject matter of 

any particular belief. But it is possible to meet those requirements without 

fmding S' s beliefs to be true in the main. The bald assumption of S' s beliefs 

being false would not suffice for interpretation; since there are many ways of 

beliefs being false, the mere assumption that most of S' s beliefs are false or 

of little use in extracting meanings from holdings-true. But a specific 

assumption about systematic error in S's beliefs would do. It would hold 

belief constant so as to allow us to extract meanings, and it would give us all 

the background we need against which to identify the subject matter of s's 

beliefs. To ascribe a brain in vat beliefs about three dimensional physical 

objects in its environment, for example, seems to meet the general 

requirements, even though such beliefs would be largely false. If that is true, 

then the burden of Davidson's argument for the veridicality of belief falls on 

the causal considerations. "Communication begins where causes 
,so emerge ... 
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The veridical nature of beliefs can be established by reference to what 

determines the nature and content of beliefs i.e.,· the cause of belief, its 

relation to other beliefs, other propositional attitudes, and its relation to 

meaning. The role played by the causal factor is such that 

" ... given the identities and contents of our beliefs, they 

could not possibly be globally false, for if they were 

generally caused in some way other than the way they are 

generally caused, ten they would have different contents 

and identities, they would not be the beliefs they are, they 

would be about something else."51 

Besides, in the exercise of ascription of beliefs causality plays an 

important role. The interpreter cannot discover the speaker to be largely 

wrong about the world. For he attributes beliefs to the speaker according 

To the objects and events in the external world which are supposed by the 

interpreter to cause the speaker's beliefs. This is connected with the 

following fact Communication between the speaker and the interpreter is 

possible because the interpreter's beliefs cohere with the speaker's beliefs 

But why is it that their beliefs cohere? The reason is: they are cause by the 

same objective conditions. In other words, the precondition of 

communication is shared beliefs and the precondition of shared beliefs is 

identical or similar objective conditions or similar objective causal factors 

responsible for the formation of beliefs. But, is it not possible, one may ask, 

that the interpreter is wrong in identifying the causes of the speaker's beliefs 

and thus wrong in identifying the beliefs themselves? Davidson does not rule 

out that possibility, but he is quick to add that this can happen some of the 
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time, not all the time. True, the interpreter and the speaker are fallible human 

beings. But the ascription of systematic deception or mistake makes no 

sense. And if this makes no sense then neither does it make sense that all our 

beliefs are false. 

On Davidson's argument, thus, causal ~onditions and coherence with 

other beliefs... are equally important determinants in the identity and truth 

of beliefs. Presumption in the truth of a belief " .. .increases the larger and 

more significant the body of beliefs with which a belief coheres and there 

being no such thing as an isolated belief there is no belief without a 

presumption in its favour." And it is impossible that a whole body of beliefs 

is false, though any single belief can be doubted and given up as false. 

Davidson calls his theory "mild coherence theory". But the most 

distinctive feature of the coherence theory is present even in the mild form. 

This feature is: nothing can justify a belief except another belief. "The 

source of justification of beliefs cannot lie in anything else than a belief. It is 

true that sensory stimulations are part of the causal chain that leads to belief 

· but a cause is not a reason According to Davidson, appeal sensation is of no 

help in answering the question of justification. When Davidson is saying that 

sensory causes can never serve as epistemic evidence for our beliefs, he is 

giving u the idea of evidence in the foundationalist sense. It is only between 

propositional attitudes that a logical or epistemic relation of justifier and 

justified can hold, for it is only in the case of propositional attitudes that the 

question of truth or falsity arise. Sensation is not a belief or propositional 

attitude. So, it cannot sustain any epistemic relation with a belief. Davidson 

thus thinks that the foundationalist is not in a position to answer the question 
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of justification. The coherentist can give an argument to show that someone 

with a more or less coherent belief-set cannot be wholly mistaken. Had our 

beliefs being not coherent with one another linguistic understanding and 

communication would have been impossible. Hence, our beliefs are coherent 

and true. All beliefs, as Davidson points out, are identified directly or 

indirectly by their causes. But the causal story is not the story of 

justification. However, those scholars who will want to bring the two camps

coherentism and foundationalism- closer, will not, perhaps, be convinced 

by Davidson's argument. And in the next chapter, we shall see a move in 

that direction. 
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CHAPTERV 

TOWARDS RECONCILIATION 

In the foregoing discussions, particularly fro Chapter II through Chapter V, 

we have been concentrating on the two theories of justification, their 

substantive theses as well as the arguments they deploy against each other, 

thus, bringing to the fore their contrast. It is now time to pause and see 

whether the two theories are really so opposed that in no way they can be 

brought closer and make it possible to forge a reconciliation and 

rapprochement between them. What must be acknowkedged is that there are 

hidden currents of thinking for reducing the conflict between them. There 

are hints and suggestions dropped by philosophers and also their explicit 

statements are there to that effect. This may not be surprising because we 

are, after all, dealing with human knowledge, more precisely, justification of 

belief and both the theories we are considering have important things to say 

about it. The subject, of which foundationalism and coherentism are 

accounts, although different, is about the structure of empirical knowledge. 

We may here listen to what Laurence BonJour has to say . 

. . . the subject of which foundationalism and coherentism 

are offering competing accounts is the fundamental 

structure of the epistemic justification of contingent or 

empirical beliefs, where what is distinctive about 

epistemic justification is that it involves an acceptably 

strong reason for thinking that the belief in question is 

true or likely to be true. This is not the only possible 
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account of the subject matter of the dispute, but it is by 

far the most standard and straightforward. 1 

Ernest Sosa has clarified the alternatives of foundationalism and 

coherentism through the metaphors of the pyramid and the raft2 (the latter 

idea being borrowed from Otto Neurath), respectively. According to 

foundationalism, each piece of knowledge lies on a pyramid such that the 

base supports the superstructure. The coherentist rejects the metaphor of the 

pyramid in favor of one according to which knowledge is a raft that floats 

free of any anchor or tie. Repairs must made afloat, so that we must stand on 

some in order to replace or repair others. Not every part can go at once. 3 

Nevertheless, Sosa finds a "surprising kinship" between coherentism 

and foundationalism, both of which tum out to be varieties of a deeper 

foundationalism, which he calls "formal foundationalism". Formal 

foundationalism is the view that epistemic conditions supervene on non

epistemic conditions in a way that can be specified in general, perhaps 

recursively. Sosa says that substantive foundationalism is only a particular 

way of doing so, and coherentism is another. This means that the alternatives 

of foundationalism and coherentism, of the pyramid and the raft alike are 

committed to a kind of "formal foundationalism". This view derives its 

plausibility from the claim that justification conditions are normative and 

that all normative claims are supervening. However, Sosa did not develop, 

what we consider to be a promising line of thought. He argues that 

substantive foundationalism is superior, since coherentism is unable to 

account adequately for the epistemic status of beliefs at the 'periphery' of 

the body of knowledge. 
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Section 1: Chisholm and Coherence 
I 

That the idea of coherence Is not something untouchable to the 

foundationalists can be shown with reference to Chisholm's foundationalist 

position. Chisholm, who many think, offers the beat example of a 

foundationalist theory of justification, has claimed that a principle of 

coherence is needed to give a complete account of justification.5 [Chisholm, 

of course, has used the word "congruence" and not the word "coherence". 

We shall use the word "coherence" without affecting Chisholm's position]. 

According to him, a set of propositions A is coherent if "A is a set of two or 

more propositions each of which is such that the conjunction of all the others 

tends to confirm it and is logically independent of it". 6 According to 

Chisholm some claim e tends to confirm some other claim just if e would 

give a person some reason for accepting h even if e were the only relevant 

evidence available to the person. What this amounts to in precise language, 

Chisholm says, is that "e tends to conform h" means that "necessarily, for 

every S, if e is evident for S and if everything that is evident fir S is entailed 

by e, then h has some presumption in its favour."7 Thus, what Chisholm 

intends to indicate by his definition of coherence is that each proposition in a 

coherent set is given some epistemic support by the conjunction of the 

remaining propositions. Given that defmition of coherence, Chisholm argues 

for two principles of coherence, principles H and 1 The principles are as 

follows: 

(H) Any set of [coherent] propositions, each of which has some 

presumption in its favour for S, is such that each of its members is beyond 

reasonable doubt for S. 
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(/) · If S believes, without ground for doubt, that he perceives 

something to be F, and if the proposition that there is something that is F 

which is a member of a [coherent] set of propositions, each of which is 

beyond reasonable doubt for S, then it is evident for S that he perceives 

something to be F. 8 

Despite the technicalities, the above principles and definitions, 

the terms such as "some presumption in its favour", 'beyond reasonable 

doubt", and "evident" are used by Chisholm to pick out increasing degrees 

of epistemic warrant. Even when a proposition p has some degree of warrant 

deriving from foundational claims, one may not be sure whether to believe it 

or not for evidence which is not strong enough, or even when the proposition 

has some epistemic merit, S ought neither to believe nor to disbelieve, i.e., 

withhold judgement. What Chisholm is claiming here is that a proposition, 

even a proposition with relatively little to recommend it epistemically, can 

gain in epistemic stature by belonging to a set of propositions which is such 

that the remaining members of the set if assumed support its truth. 

Chisholm's example of a coherent set is as follows: 

There is a cat on the roof today; there was one yesterday; 

and there was one there the day before yesterday and 

there was one there the day before that, and there is a cat 

on the roof almost everyday. . . Each of the five 

propositions thus formulated may be said to be confirmed 

by the set of all others. 9 
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Thus, we assume on the basis of present perception and certain 

memories that each of these five propositions has at least some presumption 

in its favour for S. We can conclude by using H that each of these claims is 

beyond reasonable doubt for S. And thus, if we further assume that S 

believes without ground for doubt that he perceives there to be a cat on the 

roof, we can conclude using I that it is evident for S that there is a cat on the 

roof and that thus, S knows this. Chisholm says: 

Each of the five propositions thus formulated may be said 

to be confirmed by the set of all the others. They are 

mutually consistent; hence, they are concurrent; and 

therefore, they are all reasonable by principleH. 10 

It is true that Chisholm allows the role of coherence to be important 

epistemically in these cases where the propositions comprising the coherent 

set have some warrant independent of coherence. However, the warrant may 

be only so-called, "only feint epistemic praise" and may never be elevated to 

the position of being supported by evidence strong enough for knowledge. 

Essentially, what Chisholm claims is that without some principle of 

coherence extensive empirical knowledge would be impossible. And this 

sounds very much like what C.I.Lewis has said before him. 11 Chisholm 

admits that the two principles, H and I are "somewhat bold epistemically" 

but goes on to say "boldness is in order if we are to continue to hold that 

skepticism is false." 12 Chisholm's reason is not pragmatic but epistemic 

because his principles allow a claim with a certain degree of warrant to gain 

additional warrant by being supported by other claims which also have a 

certain degree of warrant. And it stops skepticism. 
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It may be pointed out that Chisholm was not speaking of a coherence 

theory but of coherence principles. That is a matter of terminology. A theory 

is a body of statements which also incorporate principles. He may be 

accused of defending principles which are at odds with the foundationalist 

view of justification. This objection is pointless because Chisholm's leaning 

towards coherence principles simply shows that he believes in a joining of 

hands with the coherentists so far as epistemic justification of empirical 

beliefs is concerned. Elsewhere, Chisholm observes: "There are two 

moments of epistemic justification, one of them foundational and the other 

That is not to say that there are no foundational statements, nor that 

some of our beliefs are not justified on their bases, but that not all our beliefs 

are so justified. Basic warrant-conferring statements are limited to what a 

man believes at a particular time. And their warrant-increasing property will 

be determined by their inferential relationship. Coherence among statements 

help increase whatever epistemic warrant a proposition ha initially. But this 

is only for enhancement or augmentation. The primary warrant must be 

derived from the foundational beliefs. A compromise between 

foundationalism and coherentism can be effected. Such a theory of mitigated 

foundationalism or sublimated coherentism, BonJour calls "weak 

foundationalism". We already had an occasion to mention that. Certain 

beliefs have a modicum of epistemic warrant which is non-inferential in 

character. This is to be augmented by a further appeal to coherence. Here 

seems to be a point where the contending theories meet. 
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Section IT: Earl Conee and "Foundational Coherentism" 

More recently, Earl Conee, in his paper, "The Basic Nature of Epistemic 

Justification"14
, has confronted the problem of reconciliation more directly. 

He argues that the controversy between the opposed theses of 

foundationalism and coherentism has satisfactory solution. He first begins 

with the question: What makes each theory right? The basic coherentist view 

that coherence among beliefs contributes to justification, and no 

autonomously justified beliefs are required for this to occur, remains, 

according to him quite plausible. The best grounds for foundationalism 

derive from the considerations that our cognitive access to the world is 

initiated by sensory experience. The two theses are opposed to one another 

and their opposition put a constraint on any attempt at resolution. Each party 

to the controversy has highlighted the difficulties in the other. Conee offers, 

what he calls a prolegomena of clearing away, "apparent obstacles to 

reconciliation among approaches and outline the resulting inclusive view."15 

About a cohering system Conee raises the question as to how it is 

possible that there are sufficient observational beliefs to constitute a 

convincing system while experience does not at least largely fit with the 

system. The "observational beliefs", according to him, can be counted as 

another means of smuggling in appropriate experience into the system. 

When appropriate experiences are absent there is little credibility to the 

claim that the cohering beliefs are justified. Any such system fails to make 

sense of a person's own sensory states. There is plausibility about the 

coherentist denial of a need for foundational "beliefs'.· The plausible basis 

for this denial is that there can be cohering systems of justified beliefs 
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without any external support consisting of beliefs of ordinary sort. A person 

need not reflect on his or her experiences, or formulate judgments about 

them in order to have a system of justified beliefs. But there is no 

plausibility to the claim that a cohering system of beliefs would be justified, 

even if one's atypical, experiential beliefs fail to lend credence to the 

system. 16 Conee gives an example. Suppose a man has a system of cohering 

beliefs including that he sees just black and white objects illuminated by a 

white light, and that he is not hallucinating or otherwise deceived. Suppose 

too that that person has a visual experience of seeing blue. Under the 

circumstances, the perceptual beliefs in his system are not justified. The 

experience of blue render unjustified his belief that all that he sees is black 

or white. Coherence among beliefs is insufficient to justify those beliefs in 

the face of recalcitrant experience. 

With regard to foundationalism, the epistemic role of sheer sensory 

experience has been questioned. In Chapter III of this work, we have 

discussed the objections against the "sensuous given" as being non

propositional and unconceptualized sort of awareness. There is C.l. Lewis' 

claim that the given element in experience and conceptual thought are such 

that "neither limits the other". Now, it may be that experience places no 

insuperable causal limit on what can be believed. But this is not a problem 

for the core foundationalist thesis that experience sets a rational limit. That 

means the character of experience limits which beliefs can be justified. Our 

experiences, even though non-propositional, somehow constrain our beliefs 

about the external world. We can use the word 'substantiate' too, in order to 

convey the sort of support that a sensory foundation can provide to 

perceptual beliefs. By 'substantiation', Conee does not mean the strong 
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claim that that non-proposition, sensory experiences can be premises in a 

deductive or inductive logical relations in the demonstration of any external 

world belief. He means that "experience can substantiate external world 

beliefs by an epistemic support relation other than deductive and inductive 

validity." 17 The nature of the justificatory constraint provided by experience 

does call for explanation. But the existence of the relation is not rendered 

dubious, thereby. However, if experiential support of beliefs is present, but 

coherence is absent, it is difficult to say the belief is justified. Let us explain 

this with Conee's example. Suppose, Jones is in his room with all the 

windows closed to shut out light from outside. He believes that the lights in 

his room are on. He has the ordinary visual experiences of an illuminated 

room. But suppose also that Jones believes that there is no electric supply 

and the lights are electrical. His visual experiences do not suffice to 

substantiate his beliefs because the three beliefs do. not form a coherent 

system. So when the foundationalists talk of crucial experiences foundations 

in justification, the justified beliefs do not occur in incoherent combinations. 

Even first person phenomenal beliefs are not plausibly held to be justified in 

the absence of all coherence. Such beliefs are justified only when they 

cohere as experience of phenomenal quality, thus requiring at least minimal 

coherent system. 18 

The relation of epistemic support is the heart of epistemic 

justification, and it is found to be encouraging by Conee. He finds in it a 

topic where a combination of coherentism and foundationalism is 

particularly promising. He writes: 
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Substantiation of experience calls for an explanation, and 

so does coherence among beliefs. There is no need to 

think that these are two problematic relations. It may be 

that the only basic epistemic support relation is a sort of 

coherence that can hold both among beliefs in a system 

and between a · system of belief and constraining 

experiences. If so, then the best theory of justification 

would combine the core of coherentism with the core of 

foundationalism and have it that a belief is epistemically 

justified exactly when it is in a coherent system that 

coheres with the person's experiences. 19 

According to Conee, what contributes to the dispute between 

coherentists and foundationalists is the difficulty to fit in experience within 

doxastic categories. His analysis has shown that there is no insurmountable 

-obstacle in this. The resulting thesis Conee calls "foundational coherentism". 

It contains the insights of coherentism when it asserts that justified beliefs 

must be a coherent system of beliefs and goes beyond coherentism towards 

foundationalism when it says that the system of beliefs coheres with 

expenence. 

Section ill: Susan Haack and Foundherentism 

We shall now give an account of one of the most fascinating claims towards 

reconstruction in epistemology presented by Susan Haack in her book, 

Evidence and Inquiry: Towards Reconstruction in Epistemology?0 The 
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reconstriuction consists in transcending the classical dichotomy of 

foundationalist versus coherentist theories of justification. This . is sought to 

be done by providing a new position which contains what is good in both the 

standard views, and none of the bad. Haack calls her position 

foundherentism. 

Three main objectives are persuaded in Haack's.book. The first and 

the most important is to set forth a new theory, foundhretism. The second is, 

by a critical examination of alternative epistemological theories -

foundationalism and coherentism - to bring out the merits and superiority of 

foundherentism. The third is to defend the legitimacy of epistemological 

inquiry and theory against a number of currently fashionable views to the 

contrary. We shall follow her first and third objectives. 

Haack offers a 'new explication" of epistemic justification, a theory 

which 1s neither foundational nor coherentist m structure, but 

"foundherentist". A mixture of foundationalism and coherentism, it makes 

room both for pervasive mutual support among beliefs and for the 

contribution of experience to empirical justification. It, in other words, 

would be a double-aspect theory ".. . allowing the contributory relevance 

both of empirical considerations about human being's cognitive capacities 

and limitations and of considerations of a logical deductive character."21 
. 

With this aim in view, Haack turns to an examination of the 

foundationalism-coherentism dialectic to show how they push one toward 

the middle ground of foundherentism. Haack's examination of the two rival 

theories treads the familiar ground of highlighting the defects of each, and 

hence, sometimes repetitive. The difference of her approach consists in a 
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"rational reconstruction" to get these familiar arguments into their strongest 

forms. Besides, Haack coins novel and exciting phrases to christen the 

arguments. All the arguments are not equally important for our purpose. We 

shall concentrate on the major ones. 

Haack begins with registering the shades of foundationalism and 

coherentism. On the basis of the variants of the forms, a whole range of 

permutations is made. The pair of distinctions strong/weak, pure/impure 

gives the four-fold classification: strong, pure, foundationalism; weak, pure, 

foundationalism; strong, unpure, foundationalism; weak, Impure 

foundationalism. Coherentism has the two initial forms, "uncompromising" 

and "moderated" coherentism. "Moderated coherentism" is distinguished 

into "moderated, weighted, coherentism", and "moderated, degree-of

embedding coherentism". 

Haack claims that even at this very initial stage, "With the various 

refinements, qualifications and modifications ... , the rival theories have 

come, in a way, closer together."22 Let us quote her: 

Weighted coherentism [some beliefs in a coherent set of 

beliefs have a distinguished initial status, justification 

depending ·on weighted mutual support] and weak, self

justificatory foundationalism - especially impure, weak, 

self-justificatory foundationalism - bear more than 

passing resemblance to each other. Self-justificatory 

foundationalism makes justification derived from 

relations among beliefs, as does coherentism in all its 
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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. 23 

Haack claims that from this preliminary stage, it will not take very 

elaborate argument to establish the main thesis that foundationalism and 

coherentism do not exhaust the options in the theory of justification. Her 

argument is simple enough. She concentrates on what each theory requires or 

allows to be the theory it is, and on that basis, what it does not require or 

allow. Thus, foundationalism requires one-directionalily, coherentism does 

not; coherentism requires justification to be· exclusively a matter of relations 

among beliefs, foundationalism does not. A theory which allows non-belief 

input cannot be coherentist; a theory which does not require one-directionality 

cannot be foundationalist. The theory which Haack intends to work out is one 

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. It is neither foundationalist, nor coherentist, but occupies an 

intermediate position between the traditional rivals. Haack gives a rough idea, 

an approximation of the theory she favors, thus: 

(FHI) 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, (FHII) justification is not exclusively one-directional, but 

involves pervasive relations of mutual support.24 
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From this prima facie case Haack does not immediately proceed to 

defend her position. Rather, her strategy is to examine the. most significant 

arguments in the debate between foundationalism and coherentism. She has 

presented several arguments, either damaging or fatal, in different degrees, 

to the variants in the two warring camps. It is not necessary to state all of 

these. We shall pick up the two most important ones, one against 

foundationalism and the other against coherentism. 

Haack calls her clinching arguments against the most plausible forms 

of foundationalism, the "up and back all the way down arguments". The first 

argument in it identifies a weakness in even modest forms of 

foundationalism, a weakness that cannot be repaired except by abandoning, 

as she puts it, "the one-directional character of [foundational] justification"; 

the second argument supports the conclusion that if one-directionality is 

weakened, in a plausible way, the result is a form of foundherentism. She 

presents these closely related arguments by means of an example. Suppose 

that a man has the experience of seeing a dog before him. Although this 

experience undoubtedly gives him some justification for believing that a dog 

is actually there, his justification for this belief would be greater, she says, if 

he also justifiably believed that his eyes were working normally, that he was 

not under the influence of post-hypnotic suggestion, hat there is no life-like 

toy dogs in the vicinity, and so on. It is, she concludes, a defect of weak 

forms of foundationalism that they cannot allow basic empirical beliefs this 

"downward" support from beliefs about a higher-order domain - from 

beliefs about things that the subject is not currently experiencing. 
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Haack's most important argument against the most plausible forms 

coherentism is the drunken sailors argument. The most fundamental problem 

with coherentism lies in the fact that it tries to make justification depend 

solely on relation among beliefs. The point is expressed by C.I.Lewis when 

he protests that this claim of the coherentist' s is as absurd as suggesting that 

two drunken sailors could support each other by leaning back to back -

when neither was standing on anything. Only experience, she concludes, can 

provide the indispensable groundwork, the "ultimate empirical evidence", on 

which a system of mutually-supporting empirical beliefs must ultimately 

rest. So foundationalism won't do; coherentism, too, won't do. So neither 

foundationalism nor coherentism would do. Haack's own theory assimilates 

in limited and circumspect ways certain features of both of them but rejects 

much else. Here is not a synthesis but a novel and impressive "third 

alternative". 25 

In a bid to undermine foundationalism and coherentism Haack makes 

detailed case-study of C.I.Lewis as a representative of the former and 

Donald Davidson and Laurence BonJour as representatives of coherentism. 

A. C. I. Lewis and Undermining of Foundationalism: 

Haack summarizes the strong foundationalist position of Lewis in three key 

theses. In each case Haack's strategy would be to show that it is false or 

inconclusive or ambiguous and in each, the strong foundationalism of Lewis 

wears out to accommodate some weaker thesis. Let us now take them up ad 

seriatum. 

157 



Thesis 1. One's apprehension of what is g1ven to one in immediate 

experience is certain. This thesis Haack says is full of ambiguities. The 

question of truth of a belief and the question of its justification are not kept 

distinct so far as the apprehension of experience is concerned. Lewis is 

primarily concerned with "immunity to error" which he takes as equivalent 

to "immunity to unjustifiedness". "Certain" in this context, that is, 

apprehension of experience, means both "immune from error" and "immune 

from unjustifiedness". Haack formulates this distinction as T -certain ('T' 

stands for truth) and J-certain ('J' stands for justifiedness).Another 

ambiguity detected is, certainty can be substantially T or J-certain, or 

trivially T or J-certain. An "apprehension of the given" will 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 false but also 

could not be true; trivially J-certain if it could not be unjustified, but also 

could not be justified'. 26 

Ambiguity also visits Lewis' examples of the apprehension of the 

given, "I now see what looks like a sheet of paper", "I now see what looks 

like a doorknob" as well as his use of phrases like" presentations of sense", 

"direct findings of sense", "Immediately presented . . . contents of 

experience", "apprehended . • . facts of experience" because these may be 

taken in either way, that is, as beliefs or judgments of what is given in 

experience and the experience itself. Hence, Lewis' Thesis 1 is not 

defensible. It is not only inconclusive but false. It can be reconstructed by 

pointing out that we do.have various experiences, sensory, introspective, but 

what experiences we are going to have is up to us. Hack marks it the thesis 
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1 * She observes that Lewis acknowledges as much when he contends 

that' ... thee is such a thing as experience, the contents of which we do not 

invent. "27 

Thesis 2. Unless there were such absolutely certain apprehensions of 

experience, no empirical belief could be justified to any degree. Haack's 

observation is that this thesis is vulnerable to the confusion the two ways in 

which empirical beliefs are justified. (1) Beliefs are justified absolutely -

they are justified and non-relatively, that is, not relative to any further 

beliefs; (2) beliefs are justified completely, not just partially justified. 

What is being claimed here is that an objective belief, a belief about 

the external world can be justified to some degree, relatively, with reference 

to some further beliefs which support it, but it cannot be justified absolutely, 

non-relatively unless, ultimately, the series of beliefs comes to an end with 

some belief or beliefs which are fully justified independently of the support 

of any other beliefs. Haack diagnoses it as a variant of the strong 

foundationalist regress argument which is "re-phrased" by Haack as the "no 

tolerable alternative argument", meaning that a coherentist account is ruled 

out. But there is no guarantee that the ultimate foundation will be fully and 

completely justified independently of any belief. Haack locates in Lewis' 

own writing dilution of the requirement, allowing that the grounds of belief 

don't happen to be certain but only 'credible' .28From these observations 

Haack concludes that Lewis' argument is unsound but it leaves room for a 

weak thesis 2*. It is that unless one had such experiences none of one's 

empirical beliefs would be justified to any degree. 

159 



Thesis 3. The justification of all one's GustifiedO empirical beliefs depend 

ultimately, at least, in part, on the support of these certain apprehensions of 

expenence. 

Initially there seems to be no doubt that it is a strong foundationalist 

theory that is proposed. Only one's present experience is available to one in 

the peculiar direct way to guarantee the justification if one's empirical 

beliefs. Haack's contention is that this Lewisean thesis is repudiated in the 

context of his discussion of memory. Most of one's experiential beliefs 

could be justified only by reference to past experience - and these are 

presently available to one only through the fallible medium of memory. 

Haack observes as follows: 

At this point, it seems that Lewis shifts to a weak foundationalism in 

which in which the basis includes, besides apprehensions of one's present 

sensory experience . . . apprehensions, by means of memory, of past 

experiences, taken to be no more than initially credible.29(sh35) 

Haack probes into the question why it is not possible for Lewis to 

accommodate in his strong foundatuionalism apprehensions, by means of 

memory, of past experiences, to include them among his allegedly certain 

apprehension of experience, which constitutes the basis. The reason is, in 

order to be a basis what is required is not the present apprehension of past 

memory experience but judgments of one's past sensory experience along 

the lines of "It now seems to me that I remember seeing what looked like a 

doorknob". Lewis acknowledges that since they depend on memory they are 
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not certain. 30Lewis is forced to retreat from his strong foundationalism to 

weak foundationalism. Haack notes: 

... apprehensions of one's present experiences are certain; 

but they are insufficient to form the basis, and while the 

addition of memory judgments of past experience might 

provide a sufficient basis, it is at the price of the sacrifice 

of certainty.31 

Haack refers to Lewis's own admission in this regard that justification 

of most empirical beliefs does not ultimately depend, even in part, on the 

support of supposedly certain apprehensions of what is presently given to 

one in experience. It depends, most often, on admittedly fallible memories of 

what was given to one in experience. Lewis says: 

In addition to the present data of recollection, a 

generalization is required to the effect that when such 

data of memory are given, the seemingly remembered 

experiences may, with some degree of accuracy, be 

accepted as actual. 32 

So we see that the goal of the above exposition is not only to show 

that Lewis' foundational theory fails, but also to show that properly 

interpreted and cleared of confusion his foundational theses reveal 

tendencies which point to a foundherentist direction, and can be 

accommodated by it. 
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B. Dismantling Coherentism Haack's foundherentism is also motivated 

by her attacks on Donald Davidson and Laurence BonJour, who are 

representatives of coherentism. Sh~ makes a short work of BonJour before 

turning to a detailed exposition and critical notice of Davidson. 

Laurence BonJour and Foundherentism 

We know that BonJour rejects the doctrine of the given and still leaves room 

for something like an experiential constraint in his coherence account of 

justification both in his book The Structure of Empirical Knowledge and his 

paper "The Extemalist Theory of Empirical Knowledge'' . This he seeks to 

do by means of the imposition of the "observational requirement" on 

justification. Observation is BonJour's way to allow some role of 

experience. Coherence theory, by definition, holds that all justification is 

inferential, a matter of relation among beliefs. How can it accommodate the 

"the observation requirement", something non-inferential? BonJour 

overcomes this difficulty by drawing a distinction between the two senses of 

a beliefs being non-inferential: with respect to its origin and with respect to 

its justification. A belief is non-inferential in the first sense, when a subject 

may come to have it through observation or introspection and not as an 

inference from other beliefs. Beliefs, non-inferential in origin are cognitively 

spontaneous. But justification of the belief is sustained through inferential 

relation to other beliefs of the subject. Haack interprets BonJour as saying 

more; as being interested not only in the coherent justification of beliefs but 

a meta-justification of this theory of justification. The observation 

requirement guarantees the steady and on-going observational input which 

provides the basic reason that a system of beliefs is likely to be true. 
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Haack's target is the observation requirement. The statement of it, she 

argues, reveals an ambiguity between what she calls (1 )a doxastic and (2) an 

experientialist interpretation. On the former interpretation, it is required that 

the subject believes that he has cognitively spontaneous beliefs which he 

believes to be generally reliable. On the latter interpretation, it is required of 

this subject to have cognitive spontaneous beliefs and he believes that they 

are generally reliable. There is an equivocation between the subject's 

believing to have and having cognitively spontaneous beliefs; confusion 

between a systems's attributing reliability to cognitively spontaneous beliefs 

and the system's actually containing such beliefs. There is further confusions 

between the weaker claim: the "observation requirement guarantees that a 

cognitive system which satisfies it will receive at least apparent input from 

the world.33 and the stronger claim that "the observational requirement 

guarantees that the system of beliefs will receive on-going observational 
. ,,34 mputs. 

These equivocations and ambiguities aside, Haack concentrates on the 

most vital part of BonJour's argument, namely, how the observation 

requirement radically alters the character of his theory. On the doxastic 

interpretation, the Observation Requirement is couched in terms of relations 

among the subject's beliefs, and hence, entirely consonant with coherentism. 

On its experient1alist interpretation, Observation Requirement is understood, 

not purely doxastically, as relations among beliefs; it yields something 

which does guarantee experiential input. But, then, it radically alters the 

character of BonJour's coherentism. It will not qualify as coherentist. Does it 

then qualify as foundationalist? It does not either. For, foundationalism 

reqmres that basic beliefs be justified otherwise than by the support of 
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further beliefs. In the reconstructed version of BonJour's theory, cognitively 

spontaneous beliefs would depend for their justification on the support of 

other beliefs as well as on their observational origin. Haack takes it to be a 

tum towards foundherentism. It is not exactly like it. However, it, allowing 

" ... both a role to experience and pervasive mutual support, surely is 

recognizably foundherentism in tendency."35 

D. Davidson and Foundherentism 

Haack has many observations on Davidson's version of coherentism set 

forth in his influential paper "A Coherence Theory of Truth and 

Knowledge".36 Having shifting through these observations, she states the 

substance of her critique thus: To save coherentism from the drunken sailors 

argument Davidson establishes that "beliefs are by nature generally true."· 37 

But " ... it fails because it requires a version of the principle of charity which 

is too demanding to accept. "38 

Davidson's position is coherentist because it treats justification as a 

relation exclusively among beliefs. This is the positive thesis. The negative 

strategy turns on the thesis that the idea that a belief might be justified by 

something other than other beliefs rests on confusion between justification 

and causation. In the positive part of his paper, Davidson depends on a 

theory of interpretation within the philosophy of language. When it comes to 

his negative strategy, specifically epistemological issues come to the fore 

and the pulls towards a double-aspect theory becomes apparent. The key to 

Davidson's positive thesis is to see it as the consequence of correct theory of 

belief-attribution. An interpreter must so interpret his respondents' discourse 

as to attribute to them beliefs which are, by and large, true. This argument, 
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as Haack observes, turns on the principle of charity. At the same time it 

makes the principle too strong. 39 On its modest construal, the principle of 

charity is a rule to the effect that a translator has no option but to proceed on 

the presumption of agreement between himself and his respondenta. 

Davidson, however, views it be something stronger to the effect that "an 

interpreter must so interpret as to make a speaker or agent largely correct 

about the world. 40 Haack discovers different formulations of what Davidson 

means,· explaining charity in terms of truth and in terms of agreement. Citing 

Davidson's way of putting the point from his paper she thinks that Davidson 

is shifting back and forth between explaining charity in terms of maximizing 

agreement and explaining it in terms of maximizing truth. However, 

Davidson's commitment is to maximizing truth rather than maximizing 

agreement. What raises questions or rather doubts is how to pass from an 

interpreter's having no option but to proceed on the assumption that 

"respondents' beliefs are mostly true" to "people's beliefs must be mostly 

true". We cannot rule out the possibility that respondents may systematically 

lie. Haack opines that " ... a modest principle, in the form of a defeasible 

presumption of agreement between translator and respondent has some claim 

to plausibility as a maxim of translational practice."41 This plausibility " ... 

does not extend to the much more ambitious principle that an interpreter' 

must attribute mostly true beliefs to the respondents."42 Haack thinks that 

Davidson's optimism, even if true, will not show the superiority of 

coherentism over 9ther theories of justification, but obviates a significant 

objection to it - the drunken sailor's argument. To reach coherentist 

conclusion Davidson's negative strategy is also necessary. What is that 

negative strategy? It is an argument to the effect that the idea of justification 

is exclusively a relation among beliefs. A denial of this rests on confusion, 
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confusion of justification with causation. Any attempt to relate our beliefs 

with the world requires a relation between a sensation and a belief. The 

relation cannot be logical; it is causal. But a causal explanation of a belief 

does not show how and why the belief is justified. Justification must be 

purely doxastic. Davidson can say this: if justification is a purely logical 

affair then in that case only we can regard justification and causation in an 

either or light. Truly speaking, Haack says, it is possible to hold that the 

concept of justification is neither purely causal, nor purely logical. Whether 

someone is justified in some belief depends on what he believes and on why 

he believes it. 

Haack attracts our notice to a passage in "A Coherence Theory of 

Truth and Knowledge" in which Davidson gives tWo quite different 

accounts of what beliefs are: (!)sentences held true by someone; (2)belief

states which are caused by and cause events outside the bodies of their 

entertainers.43 Building on this admission of Davidson, Haack thinks that at 

some level of awareness, a satisfactory of justification would have to have a 

causal as well as a logical element. Concluding her assessment of 

Davidson's coherentism Haack observes as follows: 

That there is an implicit acknowledgement of the double

aspect character of the concept of justification to be 

found on Davidson's paper despite his official 

endorsement of the irrelevance of causation argument 

indicates something of the strength of the pull towards ... 

foundherentism. 44 
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This requires, in her opinion, an additional step - a repudiation of the 

sharp distinction between purely perceptual beliefs and beliefs supported by 

other beliefs.45 In the absence of a sharp distinction of observational versus 

theoretical beliefs, it would be foundherentist in character. 

After the detailed case-studies of specific foundationalist and 

coherentist programmer, Haack gives an articulation of her own theory of 

foundherentism. 

She says: 

My account is neither foundationalist, nor coherentist, 

but "foundherentist," Like foundationalism, it allows the 

relevance pf experience to empirical justification; but it 

does not require that that there be any belief exclusively 

justified by experience. Nor that relation of experiential 

support be exclusively one-demensional. Like 

coherentism, it allows for pervasive mutual support; but 

it takes empirical justification to require experiential 

evidence. 46 

Let us return to the basic question: When is a proposition p is justified 

in her view? Haack's positive theory of epistemic justification, which she 

calls a "double-aspect" theory is partly causal and partly evaluative. She 

does not accept Davidson's theory that causation is irrelevant to justification. 

How do the causal and the evaluative considerations relate? The two aspects 

are expressed by distinguishing, first, belief-states, S-beliefs, from belief

contents, C-beliefs. The state has causal properties, the content has 

justificatory properties. She talks about the S-belief, referring to the state of 
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believing something an entity with causal properties and C-belief, the 

content believed to refer to an entity with evidential properties. The 

distinction between S-thing and C-thing is extended to reason and 

experience. And then the two aspects, causal and evaluative is expressed by 

distinguishing A's S-evidence with respect to p (a set of states of A: those 

other S-beliefs and sensory and introspective states which are part of the 

causal nexus of his S-beliefthat p), from A's C-evidence with respect top (a 

set of sentences or propositions: the contents of those S-beliefs, and 

propositions to the effect that he is in those sensory or introspective states). 

How justified is A at t, in believing that p depends on how good his C

evidence, i.e., his C-reasons and his experiential C-evidence, with respect to 

p is. But what set of propositions constitutes his C-evidence with respect to p 

depends on what states causally sustain/inhibit his S-belief that p at t. 

The structure of the theory is, as she claims, "Informed by the analogy 

of a cross-word puzzle".47 Her account of how good A's C-evidence with 

respect top is relies on the analogy of a cross-word puzzle - where there is, 

undeniably pervasive mutual support, with, equally undeniably, no vicious 

circularity. The clues are the analogue of experiential evidence, other 

already completed intersecting entries of background beliefs. The 

reasonableness of an entry in a crossword puzzle depends on how well it fits 

with the clue and any other already-completed intersecting entries; how 

reasonable these other entries are, independently of the entry in question; 

and how much of the cross-word has been completed. How justified is A in 

believing that p, analogously depends on how favorable his C-evidence with 

respect to p is; how justified he is, independently of his belief that p, in 
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believing his C-reasons with respect to p; and how comprehensive his C

evidence is. 48 

This analogy between a solution to a cross-word puzzle and justified 

belief is good and fruitful in the sense that it clearly exhibits how two types 

of fit in different directions are both necessary for a solution: a word which 

is a solution has to fit the entry-word, and it also has to fit other solutions. 

These distinct directions are easily recognized and Haack makes quite a lot 

out of this in a positive theory of when a belief is justified. I believe the 

theory can be assessed and appreciated independently of the quite general 

issues we have already covered. Her approach makes room for a gradational 

theory of justification, a way of ordering beliefs as more or less justified, 

with beliefs which are conclusively justified at one extreme. The first notion 

to be spelt out then is being favorable. Some evidence e is favorable to p 

when it supports p, and supportiveness is explained as explanatory 

integration. We have support of p from evidence E when p is better than its 

competitors with respect to explanatory integration of E. Supportiveness is a 

matter of degree. The characterization of support then borrows from both 

inferences to best explanation and explanatory coherence. 

The idea of independent security is, Haack claims, easiest to grasp in 

the context of the cross-word analogy. This is surely true. However, this 

seems to be the only context Haack draws on to explain what she means by 

independent security. In real life the notion of explanatory integration 

readily becomes so holistic that we lose sight of independent security as an 

independent criterion. We feel that more work is needed here, and it would 
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be nice if we could furnish some real life examples which exhibited the force 

of and need for the independent security requirement. 

The last requirement is that of comprehensiveness. Here the cross

word analogy does not seem to be of mush help. It looks a lot like a total 

evidence requirement. Perhaps fortunately, Haack says, "The role of the 

comprehensiveness clause is most apparent negatively, when one judges 

someone unjustified or little justified in a belief because of their failure to 

take into account some relevant evidence,"49What the cross-word analogy 

does is to suggest three different dimensions along which to compare 

justifications. To work out these three dimensions in such a way that they 

can be recognized in normal epistemic situations would be very interesting 

and worthwhile. We find her explanation of support in terms of explanatory 

integration is directional and optimizing, and therefore a bit like . 

foundationalism. 

We judge Evidence and Inquiry a valuable contribution to the issue of 

epistemic justification in general and to the particular problem of ours, 

namely, to find out a conflict-resolution mechanism between the two 

competing theories of justification. Haack's foundherentism seeks to do that 

by an integration of the causal and evidential considerations in novel ways. 

She has started by taking a look at good classical and recent representatives 

of the two rival camps and in this background asks whether there is a 

possibility of belonging to neither school. As a part of that Haack has 

identified the positions by certain core characteristics and asks whether there 

can be a position with neither characteristic. Haack has rightly pointed out 

that foundationalism think of justifiers as divided into two classes, basic and 
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non-basic. Many traditional foundationalist have also held that basic 

justifiers are certain, infallible and incorrigible. But the latter type of 

characteristics is not essential to foundationalism and nowhere Haack does 

assume that foundationalists hold that it is impossible to falsely to entertain a 

basic belief. 

Coherentists resist the division of justifiers into two classes with 

different justificatory properties, and thus deny the directionality of 

justification and settle for a holism of justification. This holism can be one 

where higher-level justifiers justify lower-level justifiers and vice versa. 

This holism is also compatible with different weighing of different types of 

justifiers. It is plain that if the presence or absence of a direction in 

justification were the only relevant characteristics of the two theories of 

justification under consideration, then division between foundationalism and 

coherentism would have been exhaustive. But hack introduces another 

defining characteristic - concerning the issue of whether only beliefs can be 

input to justification, i.e., can be justifiers. What about experiences/ can they 

also be input to justification? And are they items distinct from beliefs? 

Haack claims that coherentists must deny that non-belief input, for example, 

experiences can play a role in justification, while foundationalists are said to 

allow this. This means that according to Haack, you cannot be a coherentist 

ifyou allow non-belief inputs to justification of beliefs. If you also deny the 

existence of a direction in justification, then you cannot be a foundationalist, 

but instead, a foundherentist, according to Haack. 

It may appear that Haack is making things too easy to arrive at her 

theory. By hooking on to the defining traits of coherentism or 
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foundatonalism, it has become easy for her to show that the division between 

the two approaches is exhaustive. One may, however, recall coherentists 

who have allowed non-belief inputs to justification. Jonathan Dancy is a 

clear example. Again, there are foundationalist theorists like Mark Pastin 

who have considerably toned down the tall claims of foundational beliefs 

being infallible or incorrigible. Alston has defended a tree-like structure of 

epistemic justification which is not linear. We have already made mention of 

that. This, however, does not falsify Haack's theory because she is 

concerned with philosophers who declare themselves to be foundationalists 

or coherentists. But it weakens her theory to some extent. She is indeed 

forthright in her criticism of foundationalism in any for. Strong, pure 

foundationalism is vulnerable to the argument that the beliefs taken as basic 

will be too substantial in content plausibly to be claimed to be justified by 

experience alone or else too insubstantial in content plausibly to be claimed 

to justify the rest of our empirical beliefs Weak foundationalism is 

vulnenible to the argument that it cannot allow that beliefs justified in some 

degree by experience may get more justified by the support of other beliefs; 

impure foundationalism lacks a cogent rationale, allowing mutual support 

among derived belief~, yet insisting that there must be a class of basic beliefs 

denied -the possibility of support from other beliefs. Her detailed critique of 

C.I.Lewis shows how he shifts from strong to weak foundationalism and, 

even, briefly into proto-foundationalism under pressure from the arguments 

of Haack. Hence, it is not fair to say that she has not examined the different 

types of foundationalism. She has also shown why efforts to accommodate 

experiences are bound to compromise coherentism, as well as her critique of 

BonJour's. "observational requirement', showing how he equivocates, 

between an interpretation which can accommodate experience but is 
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incompatible with coherentism, and an interpretation which is compatible 

with coherentism but cannot accommodate experience. Another thing. If 

there are thinkers in either camp with leanings towards the other, then it will 

be to the advantage of Haack. It will strengthen her position. 

However that may be, the basic argument Haack employs against 

coherence theories of justification is the classical argument that coherence or 

consistency is too weak to amount to justification. It could deem as justified 

a proposition within a consistent fairy-tale. She asks: How could the fact that 

a set of beliefs is coherent, to whatever degree and in however sophisticated 

sense of "coherent" be a guarantee, or even an indication, of truth. 50 One 

may object that it is far from obvious that it is a necessary or legitimate 

requirement upon justification that it is a guarantee of truth. It may be 

pointed out that if experiences are fallible and if experiences are where 

justification comes to an end, it is indeed natural to think that justification 

comes to an end here, it cannot be a guarantee of truth even though 

justification points to truth or is an approximation to truth. As for the other 

point, whether coherence is even an indicator of truth requires a weak 

probability only and nothing close to certainty. The further substantial issue 

concerns the strength with which an adequate justification should indicate 

truth, and whether coherence is a sufficiently strong indicator of truth to 

justify a belief. 

Her argument against foundationalism is of a different nature. She 

evaluates the negative argument in support of foundationalism, the 

regress/ circularity argument, and claims that even if this argument is quite 

successful against coherentism, it is not decisive in favour of 
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foundationalism, since it can be taken to favour foundherentism as well. The 

point she seems to have in mind is that even if there is a clear direction in the 

justificatory relation between some justifiers (experiences) and a class of 

beliefs still the beliefs in that class might be further justified by other and 

more general beliefs. This makes it possible to avoid all circulatory charges, 

since many beliefs do get justificatory support from outside the circle. Her 

definition of foundationalism, also in its weakest version, makes it 

mandatory that the justification of a perceptual belief by experiences is all 

the justification a perceptual belief can get on any foundational view, since 

there is only one direction in justification in the case of perceptual beliefs. In 

her framework, only the foundherentism can allow that the justification of a 

perceptual belief be improved upon and made more complete and less 

prima-facie by support from justified general beliefs about one's sense 

organs working properly, etc. She grants foundationalists the right to seeing 

coherence as contributing towards justification in the case of general beliefs 

only, not in the case of perceptual beliefs. And she is right in this that 

perceptual beliefs can be made more complete by support from justified 

general beliefs. But many foundationalists themselves have pointed it out. 

And by their standard Haack will be a foundationalist. However, there is no 

denying that Haack has taken a bold step in trying to forge a compromise 

between foundationalism and coherentism. Whether her position looks like 

foundationalism or coherentism is beside the point. Since she is trying to 

bring the core issues of the two, closer, it will be obvious that her final 

position will betray the characteristics of each in some manner. That is why 

she says that hers is a compromise formula. In criticizing her we should not 

lose sight of this basic point. 
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A few words for the cross-word puzzle. Even in the case of the cross

word puzzle itself, there might be several right solutions, which fit the clues 

and intersecting entries just as well. In this case they would be equally 

correct. In real life, at most one of them is true. This difference between 

cross-word puzzles and systems of belief should be philosophically 

accounted for. Perhaps Haack's position stands in the need of further 

articulation and elucidation. As always, there will be questions about how 

well these two sides of the controversy are integrated to her new position, 

and jointly serve the purpose of her main aim. What she says in theory of 

knowledge is new and suggestive. If we want to reconstruct epistemology, 

however, we have to do it head-on. 

175 



CHAPTERV 

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1. Laurence BonJour, "Foundationalism and Coherentism", in The 

Blackwell Guide to Epistemology, Greco, J. and Sosa,, E.(eds.), 

Oxford: Blackwell (1999), pp.117-18. 

2. E. Sosa, "The Raft and the Pyramid", in Epistemology: An Anthology, 

Sosa, E. and Kim, J.(eds.), Oxford: Blackwell (2000), pp134-153. 

3. Ibid., p. 136 

4. Ibid. 142. 

5. Chisholm, of course has used the word "concurrence" and not the 

word "coherence". But we shall use the word "coherence" without 

any in any way affecting Chisholm's position. 

6. R. Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, 2nd edn., New Delhi, Prentice-hall 

of India Pvt. Ltd.(1977), pp. 82-83. 

7. Ibid., p.72. 

8. Ibid., p. 83-84. 

9. Ibid., p. 83. 

10.lbid., p. 85. 

11.C.I.Lewis, An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, LaSalle: Open 

Cort (1946), pp332-368. Lewis allows that mutual support among 

derived beliefs is legitimate, and can raise the degree of justification 

they acquire from basic beliefs. Lewis' preferred term for these 

relations is "congruence", which can raise the credibility of belief, 

although it cannot confer credibility on them in the first instance. 

12.R. Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, 2nd edn. , op cit, p. 76. 

176 



13 .R. Chisholm, The Foundations of Knowing, Minneapolis: University 

Minnesota Press (1982),p. 13. 

14.Earl Conee, 'The Basic Nature of Epistemic Justification", The 

Monist, Vol.71 (1988). 

15.Ibid., p. 392. 

16. Ibid., p. 394. 

17.Ibid., p. 392. 

18. Robert Audi who develops a version of epistemic justification grants 

that coherence plays some role in justification. Whereas coherent 

theorists have argued that coherence is sufficient for justification, 

Audi argues that justification is only negatively dependent on 

coherence. As he explains the point, incocoherence undermines 

justification, but coherence does not constitute justification. So he 

goes the half-way and does not propose any compromise between the 

two theories of justification. 

19. Earl Conee, "The Basic Nature of Epistemic Justification", The 

Monist, op. cit., p. 393. 

20. Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry: Towards Reconstruction m 

Epistemology, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers (1993). 

21. Ibid. pp.1-2. 

22. Ibid. p. 18. 

23. Ibid. p. 19. 

24. Ibid. 

25. Ibid. p. 93. 

26. Ibid. p. 37. 

27.C. I. Lewis, An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, LaSalle: Open 

Court (1946), p.182. Quoted in Haack, p. 42. 

177 



28. C. I. Lewis, Ibid. p.328. Quoted in Haack, p. 44. 

29. Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry, p. 35 

30. C. I. Lewis, An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, op. cit., p. 334. 

31. Susan Haack, Ibid. p. 49. 

32. C. I. Lewis, An analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, op.cit., p. 336. 

33. Laurence BonJour, The Structure of Empirical knowledge, Harvard 

University Press: Cambridge (1985), p.142. "Extemalist Theories of 

Empirical Knowledge", Midwest Studies in Philosophy, Vol. 5(1980), 

pp. 53-73. 

34. Ibid., 170. 

35.Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry, op. cit. p. 60. 

36. Donald Davidson, "The Coherence Theory Truth and Knowledge", in 

Truth and Interpretation: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald 

Davidson, Lepore, E. (ed.), Oxford: Basil Bl~ckwell (1986). 

37. Ibid., p. 133. 

38. Susan Haack, Evidnceand Inquiry, op. cit., p. 68. 

39. Ibid., p. 61. 

40. Davodson, "The Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge", op. 

cit., p. 133. 

41. Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry, p. 67. 

42. Ibid. p. 68. 

43.Davidson, "The Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge", op. cit., 

p. 121. 

44. Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry, op.cit., p. 71. 

45. Ibid. 

178 



46. Susan Haack, "Precis on Evidence and Inquiry, Reconstruction in 

Epistemology", Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 56 

(1996), pp. 611-12. 

47. Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiryp. 73 o(f. 

48. Ibid., p. 87. 

49. Ibid. 

50 .. Ibid. p. 27. 

179 



Concluding Remarks 

Section I 

In the context of this dissertation our objective has been to address the 

foremost problem in epistemology, the issue of justification. Even after all 

most a death blow suffered by epistemology from what is called the 

"Gettier-problem, epistemology has arisen from the ashes. That truth, belief 

and justification are the necessary conditions of knowledge, even when their 

sufficiency is called into question. That is testified by the profusion of 

literature on justification itself .. 

Ours is the issue of justification mainly but in a different fashion. 

There are different concepts and theories of justification. In the context of 

the present work, our principle quest has been attempting a reconciliation of 

the competing claims of foundationalism and coherentism as theories of 

epistemic justification. 

Foundationalism has an ancient lineage having its ongm m the 

philosophy of Aristotle. It regards some beliefs as ultimate or foundational. 

The rationale is to avoid infinite regress and vicious circularity. It conceives 

knowledge on the metaphor of a building with a base structure and the super 

structure. A discussion of the nature of the basic beliefs and how they 

support the non-basic beliefs is an inalienable part of any foundational 

theory. Coherentism also has its origin in the British and German idealism. 

Interrelations and interconnections of beliefs within a system is the key 

feature of coherentism. The former falls back on experience as grounding 
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our basic beliefs and the latter speaks of the justification of beliefs by other 

beliefs only. Nothing can be a justifier of beliefs except other beliefs. This 

has become a bone of contention between the foundationalist and 

coherentists today. These have given rise to other problems. Hence, in the 

contemporary scenario, there is no need to understand foundationalism along 

Aristotelian, Cartesian, or Classical empiricist lines, any more than 

coherentism must be taken to be a kind of idealism. Both are rooted partly in 

these traditions, but each has outgrown its initial confines. 

The two theories of justification as we have studied them are needless 

to say, opposed to each other. Yet, the basic contention of each remains 

quite plausible. This we have undertaken to show. There is a strong ture to 

forge a compromise betweenthe two. We have been motivated to articulate 

an intermediate style of theory. Philosophers have dropped hints and 

suggestions but a fully articulated theory incorporating the insights of both 

did not emerge on the scene until the publication of Susan Haack's book, 

Evidence and Inquiry: Towards Reconstruction in Epistemology. In my 

reflections on the position I have concentrated on what the position is and on 

the extent to which it stands in need of further articulation and defence. 

What is important in her venture is the causal role of experiences, in the 

causal production of beliefs which seems decisive for their status as 

evidence. The causal role of beliefs has been derided by non

foundationalists, not necessarily of the coherentist persuasion. By 

accommodating the causal factor in justification she has taken a step towards 

reconciliation between these two rival theories. It is also to be noted how 

Haack's attempt at transcending the classical dichotomy in the theory of 

justification is interwoven with issues in general theory of content. Haack, of 
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course, did not really discuss deeply what experiences are, and what use we 

can make of them when justifying beliefs, and whether or not experiences 

can be justified by a perceptual belief which again is justified by a general 

belief about the functioning of one's sense organs. However, that may be, 

Haack makes a great number of distinctions between the various possible 

positions within the two main camps, and she gives a number of good 

arguments against the various positions. The argument she exhibit is what 

she recognizes as adequacy condition on a theory of justification, be it 

foundationalist, coherentist or any other sort. Her approach is not guilty of 

parochialism or "tribalism" because her concern is not limited to develop a 

double-aspect theory incorporating what is good and leaving out what is not 

so good in foundationalism and coherentism, but to address some basic 

issues in philosophy. As human beings we are prone to react in a similar 

manner when we are exposed to the world, however minimalist that 

similarity in reaction might be. We do not confront the world as a 

foundationalist or a coherentist. The two tendencies are mixed up in our 

commerce with the world. In the climate of many recent and contemporary 

positions in epistemology developed by views of Dennett, Stich, Rorty, the 

Churchlands, and several other writers, Haack's purpose is to defend "the 

legitimacy of epistemology". Epistemology is no longer confined to the 

classroom but has become a vital subject of concern in many academic and 

intellectual quarters. In the humanities and social sciences, in literary, 

historical, and political theory, issues of justification, of objectivity and 

truth, evidence and belief reverberate among the contesting points of view. 

What Haack has tried to achieve is not merely bringing the two contesting 

positions closer, but a larger reconstruction in epistemology, involving basic 

epistemic questions regarding a reconstruction in epistemology in an 
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extended sense, a deeper defense of rationality and of inquiry of attaining 

and understanding knowledge. Justification is not attributed to individual 

beliefs or to persons but to the working of a belief-habit or rule as productive 

of a warranting of true beliefs. She draws a line between the concepts of "the 

conduct of inquiry" and "criteria of justification". Her defense of the "truth

indicative" criteria of foundherentism seems to me to be a solution of the 

problem faced by the coherentists, whether justification is truth-indicative. 

Section II 

Epistemology as we study it today is overwhelmingly dominated by the 

Anglo-American philosophers. Consequently, the issues in epistemology 

revolve around the problems conceived and developed by them. The theory 

of knowledge developed in the continent is hardly taken notice of. The 

theories of justification we are familiar with are sometimes 

personal/subjective relating to the preference or acceptance systems of the 

subject. Or it may be impersonal, the issue being, when a belief is justified, 

it being divo"rced from any context or individual. The belief is regarded as an 

objective entity. I am tempted to demure if giving justification can be 

regarded as an inter-personal affair. One justifies or gives justification when 

he enters into an argumentative discourse. Giving justification or justifying 

is not exclusive a logical process but is part of a communication. In the 

actual world and in any possible world, where there are human beings they 

will enter into argumentative discourse. The evidence in epistemology is 

evidence accompanying judgments, e. g., perceptual judgments, intuitive 

judgments, etc. in some individual consciousness. But it is not possible to 
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conceive evidence as evidence for an individual consciousness. I may hold 

something to be evident that, in fact, is nothing but a whim on my part. 

Therefore, justification requires inter-subjective evidence. 

Although the evidential consciousness that is always mine does not 

guarantee the inter-subjective validity of knowledge. Still the argumentative 

redemption of claims to validity must refer back ultimately to that evidence 

which can, in principle, ultimatly be validated by every single member of the 

interpretation community in his or her evidential consciousness. 

What I am wondering at is whether there is possibility of developing a 

theory of justification within the broad framework of communicative action 

developed by Habermas in his theory of communicative action. In 

communicative action the actors coordinate their actions and pursuit of 

individual goals on the basis of a shared understanding that the goals are 

inherently reasonable and meritworthy. It makes cooperative action 

plausible. The concept of communicative action cannot be elucidated unless 

we take speech as a model. To understand one another is possible only when 

we know what kind of reason the speaker has for convincing his hearer. In 

other words, the speaker and the hearer understand one another when the 

validity of the utterances each engage in is accepted. Tying up speech acts to 

the process of reason-giving means claims are open to justification and 

criticism. In everyday speech we, as speakers, tacitly commit ourselves to 

explaining and justifying. Indeed one should have some sense of the 

response that would justify one's speech act, were one called upon to do so. 

When the hearer takes on affirmative position towards the claim of the 

speaker we succeed in reaching understanding. When the offer made in the 
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speaker's claim fail to secure uptake the speaker and the hearer can shift 

from the level of ordinary language to discourse. 

Discourse involves processes of argumentation, and dialogue in which 

the claims implicit in the speaker's utterance are tested for their rational 

justifiability as true, correct and authentic. Our utterances as speakers have a 

rational force. The speaker, in performing a speech act, is able to 'motivate' 

the hearer to accept the offer contained in his utterance, and thereby to 

accede to a rationally motivated binding force. That means to explain what it 

means to understand an utterance is to explain the communicative intent of 

the speaker. And as we understand a speech act we know what makes it 

acceptable. I think justifying or giving justification may be treated as speech 

acts. 

We conclude these remarks with the expectations that a theory of 

justification can be formulated in consonance with inter-subjective 

understanding through the use of language. 
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