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(GEP) may seem sern;ible, and it is easy to see why critics of evidentialisrn might 
be persuaded by Lhe examples, such as Example 4.G, that appeal to it. Applied 
to this example, (GEP) implies that lhe professor's belief is not jmtified be­
cause he had readily available evidence, he should have looked at this evidence, 
and this additional evidence does not support his belief about the time of the 

.. 7 movie. 
However, evide11Lialists have a good response to this objection. We should dis­

tinguish epistemicju~tification from other matters. The question relev,mt to evi­
dentialisrn, and to theories of epistemic justification generally, is "v\'hat should 
S believe now, given lhe situation he's actually in?" Apply this question to 
Example 4.6. A.~ the professor is driving to the rhealer, it would be quite irra­
tional for him to do anything other than believe that the movie starts at 8:00. 
After all, he knows that it was at 8:00 yesterday and that theaters usually show 
the movies at the same time each night. He has no reason at all to think that it 
is at any time other than 8:00. It would be quite unn;asonablc for him to believe 
that it starts at 7:30. So given the situation he is actually in, this is the justified 
attitutlc. Evidentialism has exactly the right result in rhis r.ase. 

It is important to distinguish some related questions. The one just discussed 
has to do with wlut it is reasonable to believe given the situation one is actual­
ly in. Other questions have to do with whether one should get more evidence 
(or get into a different situation). Suppose it is true that the professor should 
have looked at today's newspaper. He messed up and did not do that. Still, the 
question remains, given that he has been negligent and not done what he 
should, what is it most reasonable for him to believe? The answer is Lhat it is most 
reasonable for him to believe that lhe movie starts at 8:00. !\fore generally, it is 
most reasonable to believe what is supported by the evidence one docs have. 
Because one does not know what. the evidence one docs not have will support., 
it would he unreasonable to be guided by tho\t evidence. So (GEP) is mistaken. 
Even when one should gel more evidence, the thing to do at ~ny given time is 
to be guided by the cvidente one does have. 

In tlie example, perhaps it would have been a good idea to look at the list­
ings in today's newspaper. However, before drawing that conclusion it is worth 
noting· that it is almost always possible to be even more careful and to look for 
more evidence. The professor had good reason to think that the movie started 
at 8:00 and to believe that. the newspaper would say that it die\. With hindsight, 
it is easy ro criticize him. But if he should have checked today's newspaper, then 
perhaps he also should have checked the movie listings online, or he should 
have called the theater to confirm what the newspaper said. Maybe he should 
have called a second time to get someone t.o confirm what was said on the 
recording heard dming the first call. Further checking is almost always possi­
ble. Depending upon the seriousness of the situation, the likelihood that new 
information will be helpfi1l, and otber fact.ors, it is sometimes in your interest 
to <lo some further checking. However, it is surely not always sensible to keep 
on checking. But all of Lhis is independent o[ the reasonableness of believing 
what he did given the situation he anually was in. 

Evid<:ntialist Theories uf l{nowlcdgc nncl Ju.stificution 49 

C2. Ol~jection 2: Loyalty 

txamj>le •/, 7: Tlte ACl'usalion 

A good friend is accused of a crime, and you are aware of some inuimi­
nating evidence. You also know this friend well and have evidence that 
comrniuing such a crime would be out of r.haractei·. Your friend is terri­
bly distressed by Lhe charges broughr against her, and she calls you for 
~upport. Out. or loyalty to your friend, and given the mixed quality of your 
evidence, you believe that your friend is not guilty. 

This is a praiseworthy reaction. It displays loyalty toward a friend in need. One 
might be tempted to say that believing that your friend is not guilty is justified, 
even though your evidence does not support your belief. It is, perhaps, plausi­
ble to say that matters ofloyalty and friendship take precedence here, and that 
it is better for you to go against your evidence in this case. Th is may seem to be 
a problem for evidenlialism, because cvidcntialism says rh<1L evidence alone de­
termines what is justified. It entirely discounts considerations of loyalty, friend­
ship, and the like. That, you might think, is a mistake. 

The evidentialisl response lurns on a point discussed earlier in this chapter. 
Epistemology generally, and cvidentialism in particular, are about the nature 
of rational belief. They do not address questions about morality. The rational 
attitude in this case is, as cvidentiali.sm asserts, to suspend judgment, or perhaps 
believe that your friend is guilty. This may be a case in which a morally good per­
son will set rationality aside. Rut that is another matter. That fact casL, no doubr 
on evidentialism's verdict. about what lhe cpistemically rational attitude is in 
this example.8 

Evidentialism is thus ahle to withstand these initial ohject.ions. Hard qnes-
1.ion.~ remain. Recall the list of things that The Standaid View says that we know. 
There are hard questions about exactly what our evi,lence for these things is and 
hmv that evidence manages ro provide support for our beliefs. We turn next to 
some views about how lhese mattern work out. Jhese are not alternatives to cvi­
dentlalism. They arc, instead, some ways in which lhc details of eviden tialisrn 
might ht: spelled out. We ·will use one of the most famous arguments in the his­
lory of philosophy as a way to begin discussion of these matters: The lnjinitt 
R1cr;1-ess Argument. 

II. THE INFINITE REGRESS ARGUMENT 

Stalements of The Infinite Regress Argu.mentgo way hack-some say to Sextus Em­
piricus (third century A.D.), others say to Aristotle (fourth century B.C.). The ar­
gument begins with the observation that what makes a belief justified, at least 
in the typkal case, arc other belief's 01· reasons. This just seems to be a statement 
of cvidentialisrn itself. But if you think about this for a moment, you will notice 
that a problem arises. If one beliefis based on some reasons, but those reasons 
do not have a basis themselves, tllen il looks as if what depends on thme reasons 
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is no Letter juslified than a belief for which 011e has no reasons at. all. For ex­
ample, if, in Example 4.1, H:;isty concocted out of rhin air a whole sto1y about 
why Filcher stole the painting, he might be ahle to cite this story as his "reason" 
for believing ( 1). Bur if he has no goocl reason to believe the supporting story, 
then, in the end, he has no good n:ason LO believe (1). ln short, it seems that 
you need reasons foryour reasons if your belief is to be juslified. And t.his looks 
like trouble. There is a regress threatening: You need reasons for your reasons, 
and you need reasons for those reasons, and so. But it dues not seem as if any 
of us could ever have this endless supply of reasons. 

The problem just posed has had a cenLral role in epistemology, both be­
cause it has been historically influential and because it is useful to organize 
theories on the basis of how they respond Lo it. Some terminology will hdp in 
the discussion that follows. It seems that as a matter oflogic, there arc two pos­
sibilities about justified beliefs: Either every _justified belief is justified because 
it is supported by some other beliefs or else there are some justified beliefs that 
do not depend on other belief5. Beliefs of the latter sort are said to be ju-tified 
/Jasic beliefs. Other t.erms for the same category are immediately justified betief, and 
noninferenliatlyyustified beliefs. \,Ve can state this as a formal definition: 

JB. Bis ajuslified basic belief"' df. Bis justified, but is notjustified on 
the basis of any other beliefs. 

1\lonbasic justified helirf, ( mediatdyjusti/ied belit:fs, inferentially jmtified beliefs), then, 
are beliefa that are justified on the basis of other beliefs. 

Another useful idea is rhat of a chain of reasons or an evidential chain. This is 
a structured sequence of belie fa, eac:h of which is _justified by its predecessors. 
It is important to notice that an evidential chain need not havejustone propo­
sition al each link or level. For example, in tracing out the evidemial chain as­
sociated with Carefol's belief in (1), we might. have r.hc facL~ about the 
fingerprints and the possession of the painting as the reasons for (1). TI1ere will 
be further reasons for each of these, perhaps involving the results of the fin­
gerprint tests and the like. 

There seem to be a limited number of ways evidential chains can be struc­
mred. One possibility is that they are infinitely long-for each step there is a 
prior reason. Another possibility is that they go in loops or circles-if you trace 
the reasons for a belief back far enough, yon eventually come back to that very 
belief. Another possibility is that evidential chains really do have beginnings. At 
the beginning of any evidential chain are justified basic beliefs. A final possibility 
is that evidential chains trace back to beliefs that are not justified at all. 

'fhis is a rather puzzling set of options. None of them seems entirely satis­
factory. How could we have an infinite series of justified beliefa? Ilow could a 
belief be justified if it traces back to iL~clf? That seems like blatantly objection­
able circular reasoning. How could a belief be justified withouL the support of 
other beliefs-how could there be justified basic beliefs? How could beliefs be 
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jltstified if they trace back Lo beliefs that are not themselves justified? Every ac­
coum of evidential chains seems unpromising. 

We can formulate these considerations into a precise argument. The main 
value of fonnulating this argument is that it makes explicit a va1icty of ideas and 
assumptions involved in Lhe cumiderations just pul forward. Furthermore, the­
ories aboutjust.ilication urn usefolly be grouped according to how they respond 
to this argument. 

.Argument 4.1: Tlte Infinite Regress Argument 

1-1. Either· there are _justified basic beliefs or eachjustified belief ha5 
an evidemial chain that either 
(a) terminates in an urtjustified belief 
(b) is an infinite regress of beliefs 
( c) is circular 

1-~- But beliefs based on unjustilled beliels are not themselves justi­
fied, so no justified belief could have an evidential chain that 
terminates in an unjuslified belief (that is, not (a)). 

1-3. No person could have an infinite series of beliefs, so no just.i­
fied belief could have an evidenlial chain that is an infinite 
regress of beliefa (that is, not (b)). 

l-4. No belief could be justified by it~df, so no justified belief could 
have an evidential chain that is circular (that is, not (c)). 

1-5. There are justified basic Lclids (l-1)-(1-.i':>). 

The argument is valid. That is, ii the premises in the argument are correct, 
then the conclusion must be correct as well. If the argument goes wrong at all, 
it must have a false premise. Tln1.~, either we must <1(:c.:ept the conclusion th;ir 
there are justified basic beliefs or else r~ject one of the premises. Theories in 
epistemology can be classified in part by what they say about. this argument: 

Foundationalism: The argument is sound. There are justified basic beliefs, 
and they are the foundation upon which all our other jus1ified beliefs rest. 

Coherentism: The argument goes wrong at premise ( 1-4). The justification 
for one proposition can be another, which i5 itself justified by still others. 
!\fore generally, a person's belief is justified when it fits together with the 
person's olher bclicfa in a coherent way. A belief is thus justified by a whole 
system, of which it is a part. Hence, a belief is partiallyjust.ified by itself, and 
( l-4) is false. 

Skej1ticism: Because neither foundationalism nor coherentism is at all plau­
sible, and there is no other place at which the argument goes wrong, il must 
go wrong right at the start when it assumes that there are _justified beliefs. 
There cannot he any justified beliefs. 
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Olher responses to the argument are possible. Some philosophers have s,1id 
that evidential chains terminate in beliefs that are nor justified, so they reject 
( 1-2). Others say that infinite chains of reasons are possible. So they reject (1-3). 
We will not consider such views here. 

For a long time, founclationalism was the prevailing view, and the main issue 
was whether foun<lationalists had any decent way to defend their view from 
skepLicism. A large parL of this involved clarifying just what foundationalism 
arnotmkd to-explaining just what a basic belief would be like. In recent years, 
many philosophers have n;jected foundationalism and sorne have accepted 
cohcrentism. Founclationalisrn and coherentism are the focus of the rest of this 
chapter. 

III. CARTESIAN FOUNDATIONALISM 

Founclalionalirnt involves two ti.111damental claims: 

F 1. There are justified basic beliefs. 
F2. All j usLifie u non basic beliefa ;ire justified in virtue of their relation 

to justified basic beliefs. 

These assertions prompt the following questions for foundationalisr.s: 

QFl. What are the kinds of things our justified basic beliefs are about? 
Which beliefs are justified and basic? 

QF2. How are these basic beliefs justified? If they are not juslified by 
other beliefs, how do they get justified? 

QF3. What sort of connection must a nonbasic belief have to basic be-­
liefs in order to be justified? 

Different versions offoundationalism can be identified by their answers to these 
questions. 

A. The Main Idea of Cartesian Foundationalism 

Rene Descartes was an extremely influential seventeenth-century philosopher. 
He is widely known as a defender of a particular version of foundationalism. It 
is however diflicult to exLract from his writings the version offoundationalism 
fr'cquently,attributed to him.~ We will call the view to be discussed Cartesian 
Joundationalism, and in some places introduce aspecLs of the view by ~aying, 
"The Cartesian view is r.hat ... " even though it is unlikely that Descartes actually 
would agree to all aspects of the view t.o be described. 

The Cartesian foundationalist answer to ( QFl) singles out as basic beliefs our 
beliefs about our own states of mind. Propositions describing what one seems 
to see, what one lhinks, how one feels, etc. are basic. Dcscanes seems to have 
thoughr. that basic beliefs were beliefs that were in some sense indubitable or 

£vidcntialist 'fh.,ories of Knowledge aud Justification 53 

free from all possibility of errnr. He noted that your own belief tlmt you exist 
could not. be mistaken, and this seemed lO put it in the class of basic beliefs. The 
rest of what we know, according to Cartesian foundationalism, is what we can 
deduce from our basic beliefa . .So if.ve have knowledge of the world around us, 
it is because we can deduce the lhings we know from Lbese basic belids. 

B. A Detailed Formulation of Cartesian Foundationalism 

It is important to understand properly the beliefs Descartes counts as basic. 
Con~idcr a sentence such as: 

4. Rene seems to see a tree. 

There might not actually be things of the sort Rene seems to see. (4) just de­
scribes how things look to him. Things can look this way when he really sees a lree. 
But tJ1ey can also look rhis way in ot.her circumst.ances, such as when he is dream­
ing or suffering from an illusion. ( 4) simply describes hi~ internal state of mind. 
Descartes thinks of feeling pain in an analogous way. One can "feel pain" even 
if there is nothing going on in the part of the body that seems to be huning. 

In general, then, Descarte~'s answer to (QFl) says that basic beliefs include 
beliefs about states of mind-beliefa about how things look or sound to you, 
what you seem to remember, etc. These beliefs are appearance beliefs and the 
inner states they describe are af;j;earnnces. It is important to reali1.e that ap­
pearance beliefs are not limited to beliefs about how things look. They include 
beliefs abom how they sound, taste, feel, and smell. In addition, belief~ about 
what you seem to remember and perhaps beliefs about what yon yourself be­
lieve are included. In general, appearance beliefs arc beliefs about the current 
contents of your own rnilld. 

By themselves appearance belkfa do nol imply anything about what is in lhe 
world out~icle one's own mind. In other words, they do not by themselves imply 
anything abotn the external world. In principle, you could have the same inner 
state in a dream, hallucination, or normal perception. As philosophers use the 
phrase external world, then, it refers t.o everything mllsidc of one's own mind. So 
your own experiences and your beliefs about them arc inside your mind. Every, 
thing else is, from your perspective, part of Lhe external world. Thus, things 
in the minds of your friends and neighbors are, from your perspective, part of 
the external world. 

There is a distinction here wonh noting. Yon could take "It seems to me that 
p" to mean "I believe Lhat p." Similarly, you might take (4) to mean that Rene 
believes that he sees a tree. This is not what we mean. Rather, we mean that his 
state of mind is one of seeming to see a tree. The image before his mind is 
"tree-like." As we understand ( 4), Descartes would believe ('1), and it would be 
true, if he had a tree-like image before his mind that he knew had been in­
duced artificially in some son of psychological experiment He could say in 
such a case, "I seem to see a tree, but I do not believe that I really see a tree." 
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One interpretation of the Cartesian founclationalist answer Lo (QF2) relies 
on the idea that the basic beliefs arc beliefs in propositions that one cannot 
doubt. They are said to be indubitable. In other words, the basic beliefs are ap­
pearance beliefs that cannot be cloubtecl, or clisbelievecl. Perhaps when a tree­
like image is before your mind, you cannot help but believe that you seem to 
see a tree. If this is the idea behind the answer to (QF2), then the general an­
swer seems to be that basic beliefs are justified because they are beliefs in propo­
sitions that, in the circumstances, we are incapable of doubting. But this is not 
a good answer to (QF2). The inability Lo doubt a proposition does not make be­
lieving it epistemically justified. It may instead be the result of a psychological 
limitation . Suppose a person is so psychologically dependent upon his moth­
er's love that he cannot doubt that his mother loves him. That does not make 
the belief epistemically justified. The person may have plenty of good reasons 
to believe otherwise but lack the capacity to believe what his reasons support. 
So inability to doubt does not make something justified, and thus cannot ex­
plain why it is a justified basic belief. 

There is another theme in Descartes's writings. He suggests that beliefs about 
our own internal states are beliefs that could not be mistaken. The idea is that 
if he believes a thing like ( 4), then he could not be mistaken about that. He 
might be mistaken about whether there really is a tree there, but not about 
whether it looks as if there is a tree there. More generally, the idea is that basic 
beliefs are justified because they are beliefs in propositions about which we 
cannot be mistaken. In other words, we are infallible about them. So we will 
take the Cartesian founclationalist answer to (QF2) to be that basic beliefs are 
justified because we cannot be mistaken. 

Consider next what is commonly taken to be Descartes's answer to (QF3). 
He apparently thought that everything else that is justified must be deduced 
from the justified basic beliefs. Thus, he held that to get justified beliefs about 
the external world you must combine basic beliefs in ways that guarantee the 
truth of those beliefs about the world. Because statements about how things 
look or seem have no such guarantee, this is a difficult task. Descartes's own ap­
proach went as follows. 10 He claimed that certain elementary beliefs about logi­
cal and conceptual matters were also basic. Perhaps his idea was that elementary 
propositions about these matters are ones that we can just see to be true, sim­
ply by reflecting on them. Examples might be the proposition that everything 
is identical to itself or the proposition that if the conjunction P and Q is true, 
then Pis true. Without examining this issue in detail here, it will suffice to iden­
tify this class of basic beliefs as el,ementary truths of logic and attribute to Descartes 
the view that our beliefs in these propositions are also justified basic beliefs. 

Descartes's way of arguing that some external world beliefs are justified, 
given his answers to (QFl), (QF2), and (QF3), was to argue that the elemen­
tary truths of logic included propositions on the basis of which he was able to 
prove conclusively that Goel exists and that Goel would not or could not be a de­
ceiver. But if our appearance beliefs were misleading, then God would be a 
deceiver. Using this conclusion combined with his appearance beliefs, he 
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derived a large number of external world beliefs. In this way, he concludes that 
we do have knowledge of lots of facts in the world. 

Cartesian foundationalism, then, is the view characterized by the following 
three claims, which comprise answers to the three questions for founclationalists: 

CFl. Beliefs about one's own inner states of mind (appearance beliefs) 
and beliefs about elementary truths oflogic are justified basic beliefs. 

CF2. Justified basic beliefs are justified because we cannot be mistaken 
about them. We are "infallible" about such matters. 

CF3. The rest of our justified beliefs (e .g., our beliefs about the exter­
nal world) are justified because they can be deduced from our 
basic beliefs. 

C. Three Objections to Cartesian Foundationalism 

Cl. We Are Not Infallible About Our Own Mental States The combination of (CFl) 
and (CF2) can be refuted if it can be shown that we are not infallible about 
our own mental states. The following example shows that there is good reason 
to think that we can be mistaken, even about these matters. 

Example 4.8: The Ftying Pcm 

You are walking toward a counter that has an electric frying pan on it. 
You have just been told to be careful of the pan because it is very hot. As 
you approach the counter, you trip and put your hand out to stop your 
fall. Your hand unfortunately comes clown right on the pan. You imme­
diately pull it away, thinking: 

5. I am now having a sensation of extreme heat. 

In fact, as you soon realize , the pan is actually not on. You did not feel heat 
at all. 11 

It is alleged that in this sort of example you believe (5), that (5) is a proposi­
tion about your own current mental states, and that (5) is false. If all of this is 
right, then we are not infallible about our own memal states. 

To assess this example, it is important to be careful about exactly what (5) 
means. The word sensation is ambiguous. It can be used in ways that imply that 
there really is an external thing that is being sensed. It can also be used to refer 
to a purely internal state. According to the first usage, (5 ) is true only if there 
is actual contact with a very hot thing. So understood, (5) does not express the 
sort of belief that Cartesian founclationalists claim to be basic. It is not about 
one's mental state. Instead, it is about the causes outside of the mind of the 
curren t experience. On this interpretation, (5) says that an extremely hot thing 
is causing the current feeling of heat. 

The second interpretation of (5) makes it about your internal state alone. 
Itjust says that you are having the hot feeling, that you feel heat. It says nothing 

­ -
­

­
­

­
­

­

­

­

­

­

­


