The Epistemic Regress Problem
· (See binder for the beginning of lecture)
Responses
Foundationalism
· We have assumed thus far that a belief’s justification must take the form of an inference from some further justified belief
· All justification is inferential justification
· While this is no doubt often the case, foundationalists deny that it is always the case
· Not all beliefs are justified inferentially
· Foundationalists claim that a legitimate claim of justification must terminate
· But foundationalists do not reject condition 2: the final regress cannot be an unjustified assumption, but must itself be justified
· How?
· Foundationalists maintain that these basic beliefs are non-inferentially justified – their justification does not consist in an inference
· If basic beliefs are not justified by means of an inference from some further belief, how are they justified?
· What is it that justifies basic beliefs, if not some further belief?
· Basic beliefs are non-inferentially justified by experience
· I believe there is a fire in the fireplace because I am warm, and my belief that I am warm is justified by my experience of being warm
· Knowledge is structured like a pyramid: it rests on the solid foundation of experience
· The epistemic regress is halted at experience
· Problems? Does it succeed in overcoming scepticism?
· Why trust your experience?
· Every one experiences things differently – whose experience do we trust?
· Two dilemmas have been levelled against foundationalism: we will call them the justification dilemma and the experience dilemma
· Justification dilemma:
· Recall condition 1: a justification must make its target likely to be true
· Why do we think that basic beliefs are likely to be true?
· Basic beliefs must possess some feature which makes it likely to be true
· One such feature might be self-evidence: my belief that I am warm is self-evident to me
· So the foundationalism is committed to the following kind of argument
· Basic belief B has feature x
· Beliefs having feature x are likely to be true
· Therefore belief B is likely to be true
· My belief that I am warm is self-evident
· Beliefs that are self-evident are likely to be true
· Therefore my belief that I am warm is likely to be true
· Now, how do you know that P2 is true, i.e., that beliefs with property x are likely to be true?
· Provide a justification for this claim, in which case the regress continues and scepticism is the result
· Decline to provide a justification, in which case there is no good reason to believe their account of knowledge
· Either way, foundationalism fails as a response to scepticism
· The experience dilemma
· How does experience confer justification on basic beliefs?
· Experience, by itself, does not confer justification on my beliefs – I must be aware of the contents of my experience
· In order to know that I am seeing an apple, I must be aware of the contents of my experience
· Does this awareness consist in a belief that is itself true or false?
· “I’m seeing an apple”
· Or, does it consist in a mental state that is neither true nor false?
· My consciousness of the apple does not have a truth value
· Let’s suppose that this awareness does consist in a belief that has a truth-value
· What’s the problem with this?
· Basic belief is non-inferentially justified
· The basic belief is basic no more – it is no longer non-inferentially justified by the contents of my experience
· Now its justification consists in its being inferred from a belief about the contents of my experience
· Now we’re left with the question: and how does my experience justify my belief about the contents of my experience?
· The regress continues…
· Consider condition 2
· Since mental states do not have any truth-values, they are incapable of justifying beliefs
· How can a mental state that makes no assertion about the world justify a belief that does assert something about the world
· If foundationalism was tenable, then there is an awareness of our experiences that mediates the justificatory relation between our experiences and the basic beliefs that are based on them
· This awareness, if it exists, must be either a belief that state with a truth-value or a non-belief state without a truth value
· The awareness can be neither a belief sate with a truth-value or a non-belief state without a truth-value
· Therefore foundationalism is untenable
Coherentism
· Coherentists likewise believe that the epistemic regress problem is the result of a mistaken view of the structure of knowledge
· The problem presupposes that justification is linear; every belief must be justified by some further belief, which must be justified by a further belief, and so on
· Justification is holistic, not linear
· The justification of one belief consists in a set of inferences from other beliefs
· There are many reasons to believe that I am sitting in room W8 right now
· There’s no reason to think that your faculty of judgment has been compromised
· Your belief that you are sitting in room W8 coheres with all these other beliefs, and certainly coheres with them much better than alternatives
· If you were to believe that you are not sitting in room W8 right now, you would need to explain away all those other beliefs
· In order for a belief to be justified it has to inferentially cohere with a coherent belief-system
· It is not enough that a belief coheres within a belief-system, the system itself must be coherent
· My belief that I will meet new friends today may cohere very well with my beliefs in astrology, but the fact that my beliefs in astrology are incoherent means that this does not constitute a justification
· Belief-systems, and not individual beliefs, are the primary bearers of justification
· A belief is justified when it can be inferred from another justified belief, but when it belongs to a coherent system of beliefs
· What exactly is coherence?
· A minimal condition of the coherence of a set of beliefs is consistency – they cannot imply a contradiction
· Consistency, however, can’t be the whole story – a consistent set of completely unrelated beliefs cannot be described as coherent
· What else is necessary?
· Inferential relationships – to be deductive, inductive, abductive
· BonJour’s example:
· You form 10 beliefs about 4 birds in your yard:
· The bird I’m looking at is a crow (x4)
· The bird I’m looking at is black (x4)
· All crows are black
· All black birds are crows
· What is the connection between a system of beliefs and experience?
· If the coherentist maintains that experience plays no role in the justification of our beliefs, then she runs into the problem of isolated belief systems
· A system of beliefs can be highly coherent but plainly false – think of a good novel, for example
· Consequently, the coherentist must recognize the justificatory role of experience without collapsing into foundationalism
· The coherentist claims that while experiences cannot justify beliefs, they do cause beliefs
· The coherentist can maintain, then, that beliefs cause in this way are likely to be true, and justify this belief by appealing its coherence with the rest of our belief system – beliefs that are directly cause by experience have been found to be true in the past, etc.
· Observational beliefs are no more basic than the other beliefs that make up our belief system – their justification consists in their coherence with the rest of our beliefs
· Our knowledge resembles a raft rather than a pyramid – it does not rest on a firm foundation; rather, its strength is determined by the bonds that connect its planks
· This being the case, there is no non-terminating chain of beliefs, and thus, no epistemic regress problem
· The problem of identifying belief systems
· According to the coherentist, a belief is justified if and only if it coheres with the rest of the beliefs in a coherent belief system
· Thus, in order to justify a belief, one must be able to
· Identify the other beliefs in the relevant belief system
· Establish the coherence of these beliefs
· From a practical standpoint, these are two very difficult tasks
· Can you identify all of your beliefs about oak trees, Canada, or justice?
· Even if you could, could you then establish the coherence of all these beliefs
· There is another problem, one that suggests that these tasks are not only difficult, but impossible
· By identifying all of the beliefs in a belief system, you are thereby forming a belief about these beliefs
· B10: I believe that B1-B9 are the beliefs in system S
· How, according to the coherentist, can B10 be justified?
· Any justification that appeals to coherence will be question-begging
· Such a justification would then take the form: B10 coheres with the beliefs in S
· But we cannot know that this is the case until we have identified the beliefs in S, which is precisely what B10 purports to do
· The problem of isolated belief systems (V 2.0)
· The coherentist avoids the problems of isolated belief systems by adopting and justifying the principle that beliefs directly caused by experience are likely to be true
· But how does the coherentist know that a particular belief – say B1: there is a white rectangle before me – is caused by experience?
· Presumably, this knowledge would take the form of another belief, B2: B1 has been caused by experience
· B2 is justified because it coheres with the rest of our belief system, S
· We can imagine an artificially constructed belief system, S*, however, that contains similar beliefs
· B3: Gatsby likes Champagne
· B4: B3 has been caused by experience
· Suppose that S and S* are equally coherent, how can the coherentist tell which belief system is actually grounded in experience and which one is not?
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