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Preface

This book is a volume in Blackwell’s “Philosophers and Their Critics” series. As such,
it follows the usual format of the series: the book is composed of several critical essays
addressing the work of Ernest Sosa (our philosopher), with a reply by Sosa. The book
also has a few special features that are worth mentioning.

First, Sosa’s replies are limited to those critical essays that deal with some aspect of his
work in epistemology. This was decided in order to limit the length of the “Replies” and
to expedite the publication of the book — a reply to the broad range of issues raised in the
“Metaphysics” section of the volume would have required more words and more time
than seemed desirable. Also, this allowed a more coherent and self-contained approach
to the “Replies” essay. Rather than answering critics point by point, Sosa has written
an essay divided among several themes of current interest in epistemology. We agreed
that this would be the most valuable and most readable approach.

Second, the book handles references to Sosa’s work in a way that is intended to be
especially reader-friendly. In particular, each essay contains full references to each of Sosa’s
works cited in that essay. After a full citation, further references to the work are abbreviated
and appear parenthetically in the text. For example, a reference to page 214 of Knowledge
in Perspective would appear as (KP, 214). In addition to the references within each essay,
a list of all cited works by Sosa, with abbreviations and in alphabetical order, appears
at the beginning of the volume. Thus there are two ways to check the full reference
information for an abbreviated citation: one can either go to the first citation of the work
within a particular essay or go to the list of cited works at the beginning of the volume.

Finally, my introductory essay to the book does not try to summarize the critical
essays or to otherwise summarize the contents of the volume. Rather, I thought it more
helpful to provide a kind of introduction to Sosa’s epistemology and to Sosa’s approach
to epistemology. Sosa’s work in this area is rich and complex, and sometimes difficult.
It is also divided among several essays, in various places, and across several years.
Accordingly, it is not always easy to appreciate how the various parts of the system fit
together, what is the motivation for a particular position, etc. The introduction is
intended to help in this respect, by providing an overview and a context for some of
Sosa’s most influential views in epistemology.
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I would like to thank Ernest Sosa and all of our contributors for their participation in
the project. Thanks also to Ernest L.ePore, the editor of the series, and to Daniel Breyer,
who was a great help with various aspects of the book, including the index. It has been a
pleasure working with such an outstanding group of philosophers.

Volumes such as this one are always a kind of tribute to the philosopher under
discussion — it goes without saying that not everyone’s work merits or receives this sort of
attention. This volume turned out to be a tribute to Ernest Sosa the person, as well. I say
this on the basis of the wonderful response by our contributors. I can’t imagine that it
has ever been so easy to bring together such an outstanding group of philosophers, so
eager to participate in the project and so generous in their efforts. This has been a great
celebration of Ernie and his work.



Introduction: Motivations for Sosa’s
Epistemology

Over the last four decades, Ernest Sosa has defended a complex and penetrating theory
of knowledge — one that has consequences for every important issue raised in recent
epistemology, and for many related issues as well. The essays in this volume, for example,
address Sosa’s positions regarding the nature of knowledge, internalism and externalism
about justification, skepticism, foundationalism and coherentism, and the nature of intel-
lectual virtue, but also his positions regarding realism, internalism and externalism about
mental states, and the nature of reference.

I will not try to summarize Sosa’s views here, or to otherwise give them adequate
treatment. This I leave to the volume’s capable contributors, who provide both useful
summaries and critical discussions of many aspects of Sosa’s work in their essays. Rather,
in this introduction I will reconstruct what, it seems to me, are some of the most
important arguments motivating Sosa’s general position in epistemology. I take this
general position to be “externalist,” in that it makes positive epistemic status depend on
factors relevantly external to the knower. Furthermore, Sosa’s general view is correctly
characterized as a virtue theory, in that it adopts a distinctive direction of analysis.
Specifically, it defines the evaluative properties of beliefs in terms of the evaluative
properties (or virtues) of believers. Finally, Sosa’s view places central importance on the
notion of an epistemic perspective, where this is understood as a set of second-order
beliefs about one’s first-order beliefs and the reliability of their sources. Hence the label
“virtue perspectivism” for Sosa’s view.

1 Three Options in Epistemology

It is fair to say that Sosa sees three broad options available in epistemology — not in the
sense that these are the only ones logically possible, but in the sense that these are
the ones deemed most plausible by those, past and present, who have thought carefully
about relevant matters. The options are these:

Classical foundationalism. The central idea is that one knows only what is obvious and what
can be deductively proved from the obvious. Descartes’s rationalism is an example,
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since “he concludes that we know only what we intuit or deduce: that our acceptance
of a true proposition can have the epistemic justification (authority, warrant, status,
call it what you will) required for knowledge only if it is either itself a rational intuition
or the outcome of a logical deduction from nothing but rational intuitions as ultimate
premises.”! Hume’s theory also counts, however, since he accepts as knowledge only
what can be proved “on the basis of what is obvious at any given moment through
reason or experience” (KP, 166—7).

Coherentism. The coherentist rejects the idea of foundational knowledge, or knowledge
that is not dependent on further knowledge for its evidence. The central idea is that all
knowledge (justified belief, warranted belief) depends on further beliefs for its status
as such. More specifically, a belief qualifies as knowledge in virtue of its membership
in a sufficiently coherent and comprehensive system of beliefs.

Reliabilism. A belief qualifies as knowledge (justified, warranted) in virtue of its deriving
from a reliable (truth-conducive) process. Since some reliable processes depend on
further beliefs for their inputs and some do not, there is no bar in principle to founda-
tional knowledge. In fact, reliabilism is best understood as a kind of foundationalism.
“Every bit of knowledge still lies atop a pyramid of knowledge. But the building
requirements for pyramids are now less stringent. A belief may now join the base
not only through perfectly reliable rational intuition but also through introspection,
perception, or memory. And one may now erect a superstructure on such a basis
not only by deduction but also by induction, both enumerative and hypothetical or
explanatory” (KP, 89).

Sosa levels several objections against the first two options, some of them quite traditional.
For example, classical foundationalism is criticized for allowing too narrow a foundation
to preserve the bulk of ordinary knowledge, and coherentism is criticized for failing to
assign a proper role to experience in the justification of belief. Such objections can be
both powerful and instructive, especially in the versions that Sosa formulates. I will
ignore these here, however, and instead focus on a different series of objections raised by
Sosa. These latter are aimed not so much at technical flaws or theoretical lacunae, but at
the very motivations for the two positions. Properly understood, I believe, these objections
help us to recognize, and to some extent reconceive, what is at issue in the dispute among
competing options in epistemology.

2 Against the Argumentative Account of Justification

Standing behind various arguments for coherentism, and behind various objections to
foundationalism, is what Sosa calls the “argumentative account of justification” (KP, 253).
According to Donald Davidson, “What distinguishes a coherence theory is simply the
claim that nothing can count as a reason for holding a belief except another belief. Its
partisan rejects as unintelligible the request for a ground or source of justification of
another ilk.”® According to Richard Rorty, “nothing counts as justification unless by
reference to what we already accept, and there is no way to get outside our beliefs and
our language so as to find some test other than coherence.” Such reasoning at once
makes foundational beliefs absurd and coherentism the only live option in sight. Right
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behind such reasoning, Sosa suggests, is the following argumentative conception of
justification (AJ):

(a) that for a belief to be justified is for the believer to justify it or to have justified it;
and

(b) that for one to justify a belief (really, successfully) is for one correctly and seriously
to use considerations or reasons in its favor.

But why accept (AJ)? Of course one can point to common usage, and insist that to justify
is to bring reasons in favor. And if that does not work, one can simply stipulate accordingly.
However, Sosa points out, neither of these strategies will give the coherentist what he
wants. For in that case it remains possible that some knowledge is not justified, and so
nothing so far counts against foundationalism or in favor of coherentism. The substantive
issue is raised again by talking about epistemic authority (or warrant, or aptness), and by
asking whether all epistemic authority requires argumentative justification.

Moreover, Sosa argues, the argumentative account is in trouble as an account of
epistemic authority in general. For to “correctly” use reasons in favor is surely to use
Justified reasons in favor, and in that case we are faced with a vicious regress. If a belief is
knowledge only by being justified, and if being justified requires being based on further
justified reasons, then there will be no end to the process of justifying.

A natural response by the coherentist is to say that justification ends in coherence:
that ultimately a belief is justified not by further reasons brought in its favor, but by
its membership in a coherent system of reasons. An alternative response is to say that
justification ends with what our peers let us say: that ultimately a belief is justified
because it meets the standards that society plus context fix in place. But either response
gives up the argumentative account of justification, and the idea that epistemic authority
is always won by virtue of giving reasons. On the contrary, each response specifies an
alternative basis for justification (coherence or social standards), and in doing so enters
into a dispute with the foundationalist on equal footing. In other words, each response
claims that something else, not justified reasons, is the ultimate source of epistemic
authority.

3 Supervenience and Normative Epistemology

The issues above are brought into clear focus by another important theme in Sosa’s
work: that of the supervenience of the evaluative. In general, Sosa thinks, we should
accept the thesis that the evaluative supervenes on the non-evaluative. In other words,
we should accept the idea that a thing has its evaluative properties in virtue of its
non-evaluative properties.

For example, suppose we think that a particular car is a good one. Surely this must
be in virtue of other properties that the car has, for example the mileage that it gets, its
ability to accelerate, its look, etc. To deny this would be to accept that two cars could be
alike in all their non-evaluative properties (both intrinsic and relational) and yet differ in
their evaluative ones. But this seems absurd. The same reasoning holds for epistemically
evaluative properties.
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Suppose S and Twin-S live lives indistinguishable physically or psychologically, indis-
tinguishable both intrinsically and contextually, on Earth and Twin-Earth respectively. Surely
there can then be no belief of S epistemically justified without a matching belief held by
Twin-S with equal epistemic justification. Epistemic justification must accordingly supervene
upon or derive from physical or psychological properties of the subject of belief, properties
either intrinsic or contextual. (KP, 110)

An important aim of epistemology, Sosa reasons, is to specify the non-evaluative basis
of supervenience, thus allowing a special sort of insight into the nature of justification
and knowledge. In this respect, coherentists and foundationalists share a common goal:
to specify such a basis in relatively simple and complete terms.

It is from this perspective that the argumentative account of justification seems clearly
hopeless. According to (AJ), for one to justify a belief is for one “correctly and seriously
to use considerations or reasons in its favor.” But again, how are we to understand
“correctly”? The most obvious way is in terms of some epistemically evaluative property.
Alternatively, “considerations or reasons” will have to be understood that way. And
therefore the argumentative account fails to get beyond the epistemically evaluative. What
is required for that, as we saw above, is that something else be considered more ultimate.

Also from this perspective, certain arguments against foundationalism can be seen in a
new light. For example, “doxastic ascent” arguments charge that there can be no property
F in virtue of which belief B is foundationally justified, unless one is justified in believing
that B has F. But then B is not foundational at all, since its justification depends on B’:
the belief that B has F. But this line of reasoning, Sosa argues, would implicate all of
substantive epistemology with foundationalism, coherentism included. For anyone who
accepts it would have to accept the following as well:

that a belief B is justified in virtue of membership in a coherent system only if one is
justified in believing that it has such membership.

And more generally,

that a belief B is justified in virtue of any property X only if one is justified in believing that
B has X.

Clearly, such commitments entail an infinite regress of justified beliefs. More importantly
from the present perspective, however, they are inconsistent with the supervenience
of the epistemically evaluative. No matter what we specify as a non-epistemic source of
justification, coherence included, such commitments require that something else is needed;
viz., another justified belief. This “would then preclude the possibility of supervenience,
since it would entail that the source of justification a/ways includes an epistemic com-
ponent” (KP, 183).

4 Against Internalism

Considerations about supervenience throw light on another important issue: the dispute
between internalism and externalism about justification. In effect, the internalist claims
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that justification (or warrant, or aptness) supervenes entirely on factors that are in some
sense internal to the knower. From the point of view of coherentism, this includes only
the knower’s beliefs, and perhaps relevant relations among them. From the point of view
of classical foundationalism, this includes other psychological states as well, including
sensory experience and other relevant aspects of conscious awareness. If internalism is
correct, then it is not possible for believers to be equal in these internal respects and yet
different in their epistemically evaluative properties. But that seems wrong, as several
thought experiments show.

Consider first the victim of a Cartesian deceiver. Such a victim might be your psycho-
logical counterpart, with a system of beliefs as coherent as your own. Now suppose some
few of these beliefs are true. Surely they do not amount to knowledge, even though they
are both true and coherent. The moral of the story, Sosa suggests, is that knowledge
requires some epistemic excellence other than coherence.

Notice, however, that the same reasoning applies if we broaden our conception of the
internal. For we can imagine that the demon victim is like you in a// internal respects,
including those deemed important by classical foundationalism. Hence we can imagine a
victim who shares not only your beliefs, but also your sensory experience, and all other
aspects of your conscious awareness. Again, the victim’s beliefs are not knowledge even
when true, and therefore something epistemically significant is lacking in his predicament.
What might that be?

Compare this: Mary and Jane arrive at conclusion C, Mary through a brilliant proof, Jane
through a tissue of fallacies. At present, however, they both have forgotten the relevant
stretches of their respective reasonings, and each takes herself to have established her
conclusion validly. . . . No doubt we normally would grant Mary justification and withhold
it from Jane. Would we not judge Jane’s belief unjustified since based essentially on fallacies?*

Sosa’s point in the above passage is that aetiology matters for epistemic justification; i.e.,
it matters how a belief comes about, even if this is lost on the believer. But of course
aetiology is an external matter. A belief’s causal history is not something “internal” in
any relevant sense.

Second case: You remember having oatmeal for breakfast, because you did experience having
it, and have retained that bit of information through your excellent memory. Your counterpart
self-attributes having had oatmeal for breakfast, and may self-attribute remembering that to
be so (as presumably do you), but his beliefs are radically wide of the mark, as are an army
of affiliated beliefs, since your counterpart was created just moments ago, complete with
all of those beliefs and relevant current experiences. Are you two on a par in respect of
epistemic justification? (SI, 153—4)

Clearly you are on a par in some senses of “justification”; for example, any sense that
depends only on factors internal to the believing subject. Presumably you are also on a
par in respect to doing your epistemic duty, believing with epistemic responsibility, and
believing according to your own deepest standards. But all of these senses of justification,
Sosa argues, fail to capture aspects of epistemic excellence that are important to knowl-
edge. Most importantly, they fail to capture any involved in being appropriately related
to the truth.
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Knowledge requires coherence, true enough, but it often requires more: e.g., that one be
adequately related, causally or counterfactually, to the objects of one’s knowledge, to one’s
environment or surroundings, which is not necessarily ensured by the mere coherence
of one’s beliefs, no matter how comprehensively coherent they may be. ... Knowledge
requires not only internal justification or coherence or rationality, but also external warrant
or aptness. We must be ot/ in good internal order and in appropriate external relation to
our surrounding world.’

The epistemically evaluative supervenes on states internal to the knower, such as her
beliefs and experiences, but also on states broader than these, including external relations
to the object known and to the wider environment. Internalism with respect to the
epistemic justification, or the kind of justification involved in knowledge, is false.

5 Virtue Epistemology

Let us take stock of what we have so far: The argumentative account of justification
motivates coherentism, while internalism motivates both coherentism and classical founda-
tionalism. But considerations about the supervenience of the evaluative tell against both
the argumentative account and internalism. Coherentism and classical foundationalism,
therefore, are importantly undermined.

One might consider internalism to be inessential to classical foundationalism, however.
For example, one might accept Sosa’s characterization of rationalism as a limiting case of
reliabilism, where the reliability that is required is infallibility. Still, there are problems
with classical foundationalism other than internalism. We have already seen one such
problem: the foundations that classical foundationalism proposes are too narrow to account
for all of our knowledge. In this section I will introduce another as well. These problems
are important to consider, because Sosa thinks that turning to a virtue epistemology
solves them.

According to classical foundationalism, foundational knowledge is through intuition
and introspection. A broader foundationalism allows observation as well. But how are
we to understand these sources of knowledge? According to Sosa, there is an important
problem here.

What is a rational intuition? Is it a true belief, without inference, in something logically
necessary? Not necessarily, for such a belief can arise and be sustained by guessing or by
superstition or brainwashing — and, in any of these cases, even if one believes something
logically necessary, this does not imply that one knows what one believes. The question
remains: What is a rational intuition?®

Similar questions arise with regard to introspection and observation.

The observer sees the white dodecagon and has two thoughts. He thinks, first, that his
visual experience has a certain character, that of being a visual experience as if he saw a
white dodecagon. And he thinks, further, that in fact he sees a white dodecagon a certain
distance away. Although he is twice right, however, he is right only by chance, for he lacks
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the capacity to distinguish dodecagons with a high probability of success — indeed he often
confuses dodecagons with decagons. (BIF, 117-19)

The foundationalist might try to account for introspective knowledge by invoking the
idea of direct awareness. But there is an ambiguity in the essential notion of awareness.
In one sense, all conscious states are objects of awareness. In this sense, it is possible to
be “aware” of something without taking note of it, as happens when we fail to attend to
some aspect of our conscious experience. In another sense, however, awareness implies
that the object of awareness is noticed — that it is the object of one’s conscious attention.
Sosa calls the first kind of awareness “experiential awareness” (or e-awareness) and he
calls the second “noticing awareness” (or n-awareness). The latter notion will not do in
an account of introspective knowledge, however, since it is already epistemically evaluative.
As Sosa notes, to be n-aware of something already implies a kind of positive epistemic
status. If the notion of direct awareness is to explain the evaluative in terms of the non-
evaluative, therefore, awareness will have to be understood as e-awareness.

But that puts us back where we started: How are we to explain the /ack of introspect-
ive knowledge regarding the dodecagon, if introspection involves belief based on direct
e-awareness, and if the observer has such awareness of the dodecagon quality of his
experience?

As Sosa notes, the problem here is analogous to Chisholm’s “Problem of the Speckled
Hen.” The classical foundationalist wants to say that we can have introspective knowledge
of certain features of our conscious experience. But clearly not a// features of our experience
can be known by introspection — for example, we cannot know by introspection that the
image of a hen has forty-eight speckles. So which features are the ones that we can know
by introspection? And of course similar questions arise for rational intuition and observa-
tion: Which necessary truths are the ones we can know just by intuiting them? Which
features of things can we know just by observing them?

Sosa concludes that to answer these questions we must invoke the notion of an intel-
lectual virtue.

How will the classical foundationalist specify which features belong on which side of that
divide? It is hard to see how this could be done without appealing to intellectual virtues or
faculties seated in the subject. For example, an attribution of a feature to an experience
or thought is perhaps foundationally justified only when it derives from the operation of a
reliable virtue or faculty. (BIF, 134-5)

According to Sosa, an intellectual virtue is a truth-conducive disposition in the subject.
It is a competence or power to reliably arrive at truth and avoid falsehood in a relevant
field, when in relevant circumstances. It is with reference to such dispositions, he argues,
that we can solve the Problem of the Speckled Hen, as well as the analogous problems for
rational intuition and observation.

How then would one distinguish

(1) an unjustified ‘introspective’ judgment, say that one’s image has 48 speckles, when it is
a true judgment, and one issued in full view of the image with that specific character,
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from
(i1)  a justified ‘introspective’ judgment, say that one’s image has 3 speckles?

The relevant distinction is that the latter judgment is both (a) safe and (b) virtuous, or so
I wish to suggest. It is ‘safe’ because in the circumstances not easily would one believe as one
does without being right. It is ‘virtuous’ because one’s belief derives from a way of forming
beliefs that is an intellectual virtue, one that in our normal situation for forming such beliefs
would tend strongly enough to give us beliefs that are safe. (BIF, 138-9)

Finally, we may return to the problem of narrow foundations. By understanding
knowledge in terms of intellectual virtue, Sosa argues, we can solve this problem as well.
Because they are reliable, faculties such as rational intuition and introspection count as
intellectual virtues, and thereby give rise to epistemic justification for their respective
products. But so is memory reliable, as are various modes of sensory observation.
Similarly, various faculties of inductive reasoning, including coherence-seeking reason,
reliably take one from true belief to further true belief, and hence count as virtues in
their own right. By defining epistemic justification in terms of intellectual virtue, we get
a unified account of all the sources of justification recognized by classical foundationalism,
and more besides.

6 A Kinder, Gentler Externalism

So far our discussion has left out a central theme of Sosa’s epistemology: that fully
human knowledge requires an epistemic perspective, or a perspective on one’s beliefs as
deriving from intellectual virtues. Such a requirement is needed, Sosa argues, to accom-
modate persistent internalist intuitions regarding knowledge and justification. Internalism
is false, Sosa thinks, as the arguments above show. Nevertheless, “Such intuitions reflect
a long tradition and still demand their due.””

Such intuitions are brought out by two related problems.

The New Evil Demon Problem. Suppose that S is your cognitive twin, sharing an
identical mental life, but in a possible world where his beliefs are in massive error
due to the influence of a Cartesian deceiver. It seems wrong to say that S’s beliefs
are in no sense justified, even if they are not reliably formed.

The Meta-incoherence Problem. Suppose that S’s belief is produced by a perfectly
reliable faculty of clairvoyance. Suppose also, however, that S has no evidence in
favor of the belief, or even has evidence against it. It seems wrong to say that S’s
belief is justified, even if it is reliably formed.

These are problems for externalism in general and for reliabilism in particular, since they
suggest that justification is indeed an internal matter.

Sosa addresses the two problems by noting that intellectual virtue, and hence justifica-
tion, is relative to an environment and to an epistemic group. Accordingly, we may say
that a belief is justified relative to an environment E and group G, only if it is produced
by what is an intellectual virtue (i.e., a reliable cognitive faculty) relative to E and G.
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Usually E and G will refer to a normal environment and normal human beings, although
E and/or G could be different depending on context.

Regarding the New Evil Demon Problem, we can say that S’s beliefs are justified
relative to our normal G and E, since they are produced by cognitive faculties that
are intellectual virtues relative to normal human beings situated in the actual world.
Sosa reasons that “the victim of the evil demon is virtuous and internally justified
in every relevant respect . . . for the victim is supposed to be just like an arbitrarily
selected normal human in all cognitively relevant internal respects. Therefore, the
internal structure and goings on in the victim must be at least up to par, in respect of
how virtuous all of that internal nature makes the victim, relative to a normal one of us
in our usual environment for considering whether we have a fire before us or the like”
(KP, 143).

The same considerations, Sosa argues, solve the Meta-incoherence Problem as well. For
justification requires that the subject be as internally virtuous as a “normal one of us,”
and this means, according to Sosa, that “the subject must attain some minimum of coherent
perspective on her own situation in the relevant environment, and on her modes of
reliable access to information about that environment” (KP, 143). This is what the
clairvoyant lacks, and that is why his belief is not justified on the present account.

Sosa develops the above strategy by drawing two distinctions: (a) that between aptness
and justification, and (b) that between animal knowledge and reflective (or fully human)
knowledge. First, a belief is apt only if it is produced by what is, relative to the environ-
ment, an intellectual virtue. A belief is justified only if it fits within a coherent set of
beliefs, including a perspective on one’s first-order belief as deriving from an intellectual
virtue. Second, a belief qualifies as animal knowledge so long as it is true and apt. A belief
qualifies as reflective knowledge only if, in addition to this, it is justified as well; that is,
only if it fits within the coherent perspective of the believer (KP, 144-5).

Here is Sosa on the value of such coherence:

Yet coherence is, of course, valued not only by philosophers but by the reflective more
generally. One also wants faculties and virtues beyond reflective, coherence-seeking reason:
perception, for example, and memory. Equally, internal coherence goes beyond such faculties,
and requires reason, which counts for a lot in its own right. (RK, 421)

The resulting position, Sosa thinks, respects the internalist’s intuitions about justifica-
tion, while at the same time preserving both internalist and externalist insights about
knowledge.

By way of concluding, I should stress that in this essay I have presented only some of the
motivating arguments for Sosa’s position.® Moreover, I have presented that position only
in broad strokes — in actuality it is far more detailed and subtle, as are the arguments that
Sosa brings in favor of it. All this will be apparent in the essays that follow, and in Sosa’s
replies to them. Nevertheless, I believe that the arguments above are some of the most
important in shaping Sosa’s epistemology, and in shaping contemporary epistemology
as well.

John Greco
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Intellectual Virtue and Epistemic Power

ROBERT AUDI

Virtue ethics is an old and venerable orientation in ethical theory. Virtue epistemology
is a recent approach. Each is a kind of trait theory, by contrast with a rule theory. Virtue
ethics construes moral action as action from moral virtue and has implications for the
entire realm of practical reason, including rational action as the most general case in the
domain of behavior.! Virtue epistemology, in the form in which it is closest to virtue
ethics, construes both justified belief and knowledge as belief from intellectual virtue — as
true belief in the case of knowledge. The theory has implications for the entire realm of
theoretical reason, including rational belief as the most general case in the domain of
cognition. There are now many philosophers developing one or another kind of virtue
epistemology,” but the earliest epistemologically sophisticated statements of the position,
and certainly as well-developed a version of it as there is now, have been constructed in
a series of works by Ernest Sosa.’ His virtue epistemology, moreover, is informed by
numerous connections with other kinds and aspects of epistemology and by decades of
cutting-edge research in the general field. There is much to be learned from his recent
writings in virtue epistemology. They illuminate both the elements and explanatory
power of virtue epistemology itself and some central epistemological problems. My aim
here is to explore this orientation as we find it in some of his major works and to bring
out some of its distinctive features and some of the problems it raises for the tasks of
general epistemology.

1 Some Major Elements in Virtue Perspectivism

The overall epistemological view developed by Sosa in recent years is virtue perspectivism.
It will soon be plain why it represents not only a virtue epistemology but also a perspectival
theory. If any single notion is central in the position, it is that of intellectual virtue. In an
early statement of what constitutes such virtue, he said that “[a]n intellectual virtue is
a quality bound to help maximize one’s surplus of truth over error,” to which he imme-
diately added a forecast of theoretical elements to come and a qualification: “or so let us
assume for now, though a more just conception may include as desiderata also generality,
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coherence, and explanatory power, unless the value of these is itself explained as derivative
from the character of their contribution precisely to one’s surplus of truth over error.”

This opening characterization, forecast, and qualification are quite important for the
development of the overall theory. The characterization is highly refined and extensively
developed; the forecast proves, on analysis, to be correct at least for well-developed
intellectual virtues; and the qualification gestures toward a major question that we must
still address in order to understand Sosa’s virtue epistemology: the extent to which the
notion of intellectual virtue is externalist and reliabilist.

Later in the same paper he indicates the importance of justification for the notion of
intellectual virtue. Of a man who, by good luck, is correct as a result of believing his
horoscope, Sosa says:

S does not know in such a case. What S lacks, I suggest, is justification. His reason for
trusting the horoscope is not adequate — to put it kindly. What is such justification?

A being of epistemic kind K is prima facie justified in believing P if and only if his belief
of P manifests what, relative to K beings, is an intellectual virtue, a faculty that enhances
their differential of truth over error.’ (KP, 239)

We now find that justification as well as knowledge is to be conceived as grounded at
least in part in intellectual virtue. This in turn is conceived as a faculty, which is roughly
an ability or power (KP, 234) or, better, a “virtue or a competence,” and virtue lies “in the
general family of dispositions” (KP, 274).

The horoscopic belief, lacking as it does justification as well as reliable grounding, is
not a candidate for knowledge even of the weaker of the two main kinds Sosa countenances.
To see what the weaker kind is in contrast to the stronger kind, we must consider a
distinction introduced late in this paper and figuring importantly in his subsequent work:

One has animal knowledge about one’s environment, one’s past, and one’s own experience if
one’s judgments and beliefs about these are direct responses to their impact — e.g., through
perception or memory — with little or no benefit of reflection or understanding.

One has reflective knowledge if one’s judgment or belief manifests not only such direct
response to the fact known but also understanding of its place in a wider whole that includes
one’s belief and knowledge of it and how these come about. (KP, 240)

Clearly, it is reflective knowledge to which we should aspire for much of our outlook on
the world and which is crucial for the successful exercise of intellectual virtue. One way
we achieve it (given favorable conditions) is quite natural: “A reason-endowed being
automatically monitors his background information and his sensory input for contrary
evidence and automatically opts for the most coherent hypothesis even when he responds
most directly to sensory stimuli” (KP, 240).

In his later, major statement of virtue perspectivism, published in Knowledge in Per-
spective, Sosa develops the ideas we have been sketching. One major element is an aretaic
(i.e., virtue-theoretic) conception of knowledge:

We have reached the view that knowledge is true belief out of intellectual virtue, belief that
turns out right by reason of the virtue and not just by coincidence. For reflective knowledge
you need moreover an epistemic perspective that licenses your belief by its source in some
virtue or faculty of your own. (KP, 277)
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If this conception of knowledge is even roughly correct, then we can achieve a good
epistemological understanding of the concept of knowledge if we can provide, as a basis
for it, an illuminating account of intellectual virtue. This is precisely what Sosa goes on
to do in this paper and subsequent work. Later in the paper we are given the following
account of having an intellectual virtue:

S has an intellectual virtue V(C, F) relative to environment E if and only if S has an inner
nature I such that

if (i) SisinE and has I,
(if) P is a proposition in the field F, and
(i) S is in conditions C with respect to P,
then, (iv) S is very likely to believe correctly with respect to P, (KP, 286)

where F is the appropriate field (such as the realm of observables relative to a proposition
ascribing color), C is the set of relevant conditions (for instance, normal lighting relative
to a proposition ascribing visible properties at a distance), and believing correctly may be
a matter not only of believing, but also of disbelieving or simply not believing. (Believing
correctly with respect to P is not equivalent to believing P 7ruly; the correct thing may be
to disbelieve it or to withhold judgment.)

We are now in a position to see what it is to believe out of intellectual virtue:

S believes P out of intellectual virtue V(C, F) iff

(a) Sisin an environment E such that S has intellectual virtue V(C, F) relative to E,
(b) P isa proposition in F,

(¢) Sisin C with respect to P, and

(d) S believes P.° (KP, 287)

Since knowledge is true belief out of intellectual virtue, we can account for it by adding
truth to these conditions and specifying that the virtue is “sufficient,” in the sense
that the ratio of true to false beliefs based on it is at least “up near the average” for the
relevant reference group, such as human beings (KP, 287-8). In this way, intellectual
virtue is relative. Visual acuity for human beings need not, for instance, be as great as for
birds, and our virtue in forming visual beliefs may reflect this. Such species-relativity is
not, however, the only kind for which Sosa’s position allows. The reference group in
question can, for instance, be a sub-species as well.

From the case of horoscopically based belief, we can already see that the inner nature
appropriate to achieving knowledge cannot be possessed by people who, upon believing
in accordance with their nature, are not likely to be correct. There the believer, if correct,
is simply lucky; the person’s norm would not be to believe truths in the relevant domain.
Sosa uses the contrast between an ordinarily near-sighted person aware of the limitation
and Magoo, who is comparably near-sighted but unaware of it, to bring out other elements
in the notion of intellectual virtue. Perceivers of the former kind have an inner nature
(perhaps as a matter of having achieved epistemic balance and caution) that determines
them (at least for the most part) to believe, on the basis of vision, only those propositions
that meet the conditions in question: roughly speaking, they believe, on the basis of visual
sensations, only in appropriate environments and within the limits of their visual acuity.
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There is an important distinction central for understanding Sosa’s epistemology here.
It is needed to account for the broadly “internalist” intuition that, epistemically, one
might be highly responsible yet, in a world controlled by a Cartesian demon, likely to
be incorrect in a majority of one’s beliefs. Here it is crucial, for Sosa, to distinguish
justification from aptness:

The “justification” of a belief B requires that B have a basis in its inference or coherence
relations to other beliefs in the believer’s mind — as in the “justification” of a belief derived
from deeper principles. (KP, 289)

By contrast,

The “aptness” of a belief B relative to an environment E requires that B derive from what
relative to E is an intellectual virtue, i.e., a way of arriving at belief that yields an appropriate
preponderance of truth over error. (KP, 289)

(X3

Summarizing the former point, Sosa says that “‘justification” amounts to a sort of inner
coherence, something that the demon’s victims can have despite their cognitively hostile
environment” (KP, 289). Aptness is quite different: “Justification of a belief that p
requires the (implicit or explicit) use of reasons. A belief can be apt, however, without
being thus justified” (KP, 290). Indeed, aptness is exhibited by “animal knowledge,”
which need not be constituted by justified belief, and “[v]irtue perspectivism accepts a
sort of reliabilism with respect to animal knowledge, and with respect to unreflective
knowledge generally” (KP, 291).

For reflective knowledge, by contrast, more is required than reliabilism demands as
a constitutive condition for knowledge: “For the exercise of virtue to yield [reflective]
knowledge, one must have some awareness of one’s belief and its source, and of the
virtue of that source both in general and in the specific instance” (KP, 292). In his later
“Reflective Knowledge in the Best Circles,” the same distinction is stressed, with a
similar willingness to allow that reliabilism, as opposed to virtue perspectivism, may
account for some animal knowledge. Here Sosa holds that

(a) our broad coherence is necessary for the kind of reflective knowledge traditionally
desired; and (b) such broadly coherent knowledge is desirable because in our actual world
it helps us approach the truth and avoid error. This is not to deny that there is a kind
of “animal knowledge” untouched by broad coherence. It is rather only to affirm that
beyond “animal knowledge” there is better knowledge. This reflective knowledge does
require coherence, including one’s ability to place one’s first-level knowledge in epistemic
perspective. (RK, 67)

The distinction between animal and reflective knowledge is, in this later work, paired
with Descartes’s distinction between cognitio and scientia, but freed of the theological
dependency of the Cartesian distinction and its associated infallibilism (RK, 71).

Sosa’s epistemic perspectivism, then, combines elements from reliabilist externalism,
epistemic internalism, Cartesian higher-level foundationalism, and the epistemological
analogue of virtue ethics. The result is an account of knowledge that roots it in traits
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of the knowing subject and distinguishes the natural, animal cognitions that come with
our elemental responsiveness to the world from the higher-order beliefs we form when,
as in achieving scientific knowledge, we believe what we do in the light of suitable self-
understanding. I want to explore this epistemology mainly in relation to two questions:
Why is intellectual virtue as Sosa conceives it virtue, and, assuming that reflective
knowledge is indeed knowledge from virtue, is the ideal it indicates too demanding for
normal knowers?

2 Virtue and Power

In the works I have discussed so far, Sosa does not devote much space to the general
notion of a virtue operative in ethical literature and in everyday appraisals of persons. He
does, however, cite two passages from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. In the first, Aristotle
says that “[ When] thought is concerned with study, not with action or production, its
good or bad state consists [simply] in being true or false. For truth is the function of
whatever thinks (1139a27-30).® In the second he says, “Hence the function of each of the
understanding parts is truth; and so the virtue of each part will be the state that makes
that part grasp the truth most of all” (1139b11-13). Here, however, Aristotle is speaking
of the virtue of “parts” of the mind, not — or not directly — of the virtue of a person or of
overall character. Compare some passages in which he is describing overall virtue:

Virtues, by contrast [with the senses] we acquire, just as we acquire crafts by having
previously activated them . .. we become just by doing just actions, temperate by doing
temperate actions, brave by doing brave actions. (1103a31-1103b2)

If it were not so, no teacher would be needed, but everyone would be born a good or a
bad craftsman. (1103b11-13)

To sum up, then, in a single account. A state [of character] arises from [the repetition of |
similar activities. Hence we must display the right activities, since differences in these imply
corresponding differences in the state. (1103b21-3)

None of these claims of Aristotle’s is inconsistent with construing what Sosa calls
intellectual virtue as virtue in Aristotle’s sense, but there are at least two points of apparent
contrast. I take them in turn.

First, contrary to the picture we have in Sosa’s work, the notion of virtue in Aristotle
seems /ustorical: it appears (in at least some passages from Aristotle) to be part of the
concept of a virtue that it is acquired by repetition. This applies even to intellectual
virtue: “Virtue of thought arises mostly from teaching” (1103a15). For Sosa (as for most
contemporary epistemologists, I think), the notion of a virtue is not essentially historical,
however commonly virtues are acquired in the way Aristotle described. The second point
is related to the first: in part because, for Aristotle, virtues are conceived as acquired by
proper habituation or by internalization of standards or practices one is taught (or from
both), the Aristotelian virtues all seem to be the sorts of things for which one deserves
praise. This may be mainly because having them reflects success in what is normally a
series of effortful activities. Another reason may be that they constitute a source of
desirable conduct. For Sosa, presumably a duplicate of me created at an instant would
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have whatever intellectual virtues I do at the time; and similarly, a being with certain
powers to acquire true beliefs would have such virtues whether any credit is due for their
possession or not. In “Virtue Epistemology,” for instance, he contrasts his own view with
a historical version of reliabilism and stresses, in characterizing virtue, not its develop-
mental history but its stability.” That is not essentially a historical characteristic.

It may be, however, that the contrast with Aristotle here is not deep. Perhaps Aristotle
can be read, not as conceiving the very notion of a virtue as historical, but as not clearly
distinguishing his genetic account of virtue from his conceptual one. If we then distin-
guish retrospective praiseworthiness — roughly praiseworthiness for acquiring the virtue
in which a belief is grounded — from contemporaneous praiseworthiness, which is roughly
praiseworthiness for having this trait, Sosa’s view can account for both, nor need he deny
that Aristotle is right about the normal path to acquisition of (at least many) virtues.
To be sure, contemporaneous praiseworthiness may be essentially forward-looking, since
one ascribes it partly in anticipation of good conduct in the future; but it could be
possessed at the last moment of a life when no such future conduct is in prospect.

Whatever we say about the extent of the suggested contrasts, there seems to be a
distinction between a virtue and a power. The former is perhaps a species of the latter,
but not every power, even to do or achieve something desirable, is a virtue. In the
intellectual domain, this can be seen by noting that someone could have the power to
come to know the weather upon simply considering what it will be tomorrow without
thereby having a virtue — or at least, in saying that one of the person’s “virtues” is an
ability to foretell tomorrow’s weather just by considering the matter, we would be using
‘virtue’ in a sense that does not imply any praise for an accomplishment or any positive
attitude toward one’s character as distinct from the set of one’s characteristics. The
person might have no idea how the belief arises or why it should be true, and may be
puzzled by holding it."’

Sosa’s perspectivism has a resource for dealing with this kind of case without unduly
stretching the notion of a virtue. The kind of characteristic in question (a kind of
epistemic power) can be considered a capacity for animal knowledge and hence taken not
to be a virtue. If this line is the solution, however, then (as Sosa realizes) knowledge in
general cannot be considered to be true belief grounded in virtue — unless perhaps we
distinguish what might be called animal virtue, which would be a kind of epistemic
power, from reflective virtue, which would be a trait for which one merits a measure
of praise.

That there might be something plausibly called animal virtue is consonant with an
idea Sosa has put forward in arguing that knowledge entails “credit” for true belief."
Credit is not the same as praise, but it is a positive attribution that shares with praise at
least a presupposition that the action or other element in virtue of which a person merits
credit is non-accidental. We might then say that virtues are creditable characteristics,
but allow that there are creditable powers that are not virtues — even if we also allow that
some of these are animal virtues. We might certainly allow that there can be epistemic
credit for a belief that is not strictly grounded in an epistemic virtue. If we think in
Aristotelian terms, we might add that in the normal course of developing virtue, credit-
able responses come first. It is only when one has achieved a pattern of credits that
bespeaks a virtue of character — whether epistemic or moral or of some other normatively
important kind — that one may be said to have a virtue.
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So far, I have been mainly exploring Sosa’s virtue epistemology and how, in the light
of a conception of intellectual virtue, it accounts for one or another kind of knowledge
or justification of interest to him. It is also instructive to consider what, independently of
the theory, seem intuitively to count as intellectual virtues and to explore Sosa’s resources
for accounting for them so conceived. The paradigms are traits whose successful exercise
issues in knowledge of certain kinds, for instance, perceptiveness, insightfulness, discern-
ment, imagination, and rigor. Some of these are, to be sure, more “methodological,” others
more substantive, and all can be limited, as where one is insightful in psychological matters
but not in philosophical ones.

Some of these traits overlap Aristotelian “productive” virtues; for instance, imagina-
tion can lead to creating artworks as well as to arriving at knowledge through framing
intuitively plausible hypotheses that one then establishes. But consider being critical.
This might lead to withholding belief as often as to forming it in a certain way. Being
logical, moreover, might be possible for someone who is very poor at finding true
premises from which to draw logically valid inferences. This deficiency could thus
lead to multiplication of falsehoods more often than to finding truth or avoiding error. It
is only when we have truth to begin with that using good logic guarantees our arriving
at truths.

Sosa’s epistemology has resources to provide an account of these cases. For one thing,
he has distinguished between traits that produce true belief and traits that simply lead to
believing appropriately, where this may entail withholding belief. He can thus applaud
critical habits of mind that often lead to suspending judgment, provided they do not lead
to overzealous skepticism. He can also note that some virtues, such as logicality, require
as one of the conditions for their proper operation, combination with other virtues that
give them appropriate mputs. His theory is in no way epistemically atomistic; it can be
developed in an aretaically holistic direction. This does not imply a version of the
Aristotelian thesis of the unity of the virtues. To say that some virtues operate only, or
best, in combination or interaction with others is not to imply that having any of them
entails having them all.

There are, however, at least two problems we should consider here. First, there is
some question of how to conceive the environment appropriate to explicating the notion
of believing “out of intellectual virtue” (characterized by Sosa in the quotation from KP,
287). Second, some of what Sosa says concerning epistemic virtue leaves open how
internal the notion is on his view. Let us take these in turn.

On a quite natural understanding of the notion of an environment in which one
believes something, the environment is roughly the physical surroundings of the believer.
But this notion will not do justice to what Sosa has in mind (indeed, his notion is not
sharply separable from that of the conditions appropriate to believing the kind of pro-
position in question from the virtue, as he indicates on KP, 284-5). For one thing, in a
given physical environment one has many beliefs, and for many of them, such as many
that are stored in memory, one’s physical environment is irrelevant. Recall the case of
Magoo; here we are focusing on a visual belief, to which his physical surroundings are
relevant, not on an arithmetic belief, to which they are not. Indeed, I would speculate
that in characterizing intellectual virtue, Sosa has in mind mainly features of one’s
physical or psychological surroundings pertinent to one’s justification for or reliability in
believing, the proposition in question.
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One might now wonder why, for very simple arithmetic beliefs, environment is relevant
at all: if the propositions in question are self-evident, why should environment matter?
I have two suggestions. First, if it does not, the environmental condition can be deemed
to be trivially satisfied, in the sense that any environment will do. Second, Sosa treats a
demon world as a special kind of (epistemically hostile) environment (see, e.g., KP, 289,
where he speaks of a “demonic environment”). This environment would matter for
whatever beliefs are grounded in a way that makes them epistemically vulnerable. True
perceptual beliefs would not, for instance, count as knowledge (though they might still
be justified, for reasons suggested above and extended below); but the relevant virtue is
not “designed” to operate in a demon environment, whereas a belief of a self-evident
proposition might remain untouched. The matter of how internal the notion of a virtue
is is more difficult to deal with. In “Virtue Epistemology” he sympathetically explores
the idea that

If it is believed of a certain process that it would yield a high enough preponderance of truth
over falsity in the actual world when employed, that process is allowed into the list of
virtues, and if it is believed that it would yield a low enough ratio of truth over falsity, then
it is placed on the list of vices. (VE)

He has in mind such processes as forming beliefs on the basis of perceptual experience,
and I take it that the corresponding virtue is the related stable disposition to form beliefs
given appropriate visual experiences in the right kind of environments (and with the
other restrictions quoted from Knowledge in Perspective). The formulation is qualified in
the succeeding pages, but Sosa does not specify that the processes in question or the
grounds of beliefs formed through those processes are internally accessible: roughly, of
a kind the person can be conscious of through introspection or reflection. Suppose we
discover a process of belief formation that operates on the basis of exposure to surround-
ing air and is such that the person in question always forms a true belief about the
percentage of carbon dioxide content, but has no idea why the belief arises (and later
forgets forming it, so that there is no memory of a track record that might yield inductive
justification). Do we want to speak of an epistemic virtue here? I think not, and if Sosa
were to countenance knowledge here, I believe that he would rightly consider it “animal
knowledge.”

There is no reason, however, why he cannot make use of a distinction suggested
earlier, between an intellectual virtue and a mere intellectual power. He could then treat
the notion of intellectual virtue just cited as capturing a concept of virtue as power and
build in an internalist requirement to capture the more ordinary notion of intellectual
virtue. Making the suggested kind of distinction between virtue and power indeed
comports well with his emphasis on reflective knowledge as the proper goal of intellec-
tual activity so far as the grasp of truth is concerned. In suggesting we make use of this
distinction, I am not implying that powers as such cannot be admirable; the point is that
not every epistemically good power is happily considered a virtue. It seems intrinsic to a
virtue as opposed to a power that the person is in some way admirable, even praiseworthy,
on account of possessing it. If one wants to retain a generic notion of virtue in the
intellectual domain that encompasses mere epistemic powers as well as traits we intuitively
consider intellectual virtues, I suggest that the technical term ‘epistemic virtue’ might
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serve for this purpose. For the connection with knowledge that it implies does not
obviously entail (and I think does not entail at all) the element of merited praise for the
subject that is commonly implicit in ‘virtue.” The same would hold, of course, for what
I suggested could be called an “animal virtue.”

We can better understand Sosa’s epistemology and can also see some problems it
raises for any epistemology if we consider reflective knowledge in relation to intellectual
virtue. This will be the main task of the next section.

3 Reflective Knowledge, Intellectual Virtue, and Skepticism

A natural hypothesis to pursue given the distinction between an intellectual virtue and
a mere intellectual power is that the former is largely or perhaps wholly constituted
by the latter together with the kind of second-order understanding Sosa requires for
reflective knowledge. There are, however, different formulations of this requirement in
Sosa’s work. In one passage quoted above from Knowledge in Perspective, he speaks of
reflective knowledge as embodying “understanding of its place [the place of that know-
ledge, I take it] in a wider whole that includes one’s belief and knowledge of it and how
these come about.”” In “Reflective Knowledge” he says that “reflective knowledge does
require coherence, including one’s ability to see one’s first-level knowledge in epistemic
perspective.” These conditions may be plausibly considered different. The first seems
stronger, especially if we take it to include (as it seems to) detailed causal knowledge. The
second emphasizes cognitive ability rather than possession of actual knowledge. On that
score, at least, it seems to me preferable.” Neither actually specifies reflection, in the
standard sense requiring a temporally extended consideration of some of the elements in
question. That is important, since plainly Sosa does not take actual reflection to be a
requirement for achieving reflective knowledge. If this were required, one could not
acquire it instantaneously no matter how good an understanding one had of the relevant
variables.

If, however, the later conception of reflective knowledge is modest in not requiring a
process of reflection or any detailed causal knowledge, it seems strong in requiring an
“awareness of fow one knows, in a way that precludes the unreliability of one’s faculties”
(RK, 426). Perhaps we can easily be aware of whether our knowledge is, say, visual or
inductive or a priori — at least where we intuitively deserve credit for “reflective knowledge.”
But what does it take to be aware of this in a way that rules out the unreliability of the
relevant faculties? I do not see how to answer this question @ priori. But I also cannot see
any bar to there being something in the way in which we are aware of how we know, in
such “reflective” cases, that rules out the unreliability of the faculties in question. We
could, for instance, be simply built this way by God or evolution (the ‘or’ is of course
inclusive). Our awareness of how we know might be connected in a lawlike way with the
reliability of the relevant faculties.

It should be stressed that a way of being aware of how one knows that “precludes the
unreliability of one’s faculties” does not entail an awareness of how this way of knowing
does that. This point should help to make Sosa’s requirement appear satisfiable in the
kinds of cases where it is plausible to attribute knowledge in a full-blooded sense. Still,
granting that this higher-order cognitive requirement can be met, we might ask whether
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it need be, either for genuine knowledge or for knowledge conceived as resulting from
an exercise in intellectual virtue. One motivation is plain in Sosa’s earlier apparent
sympathy, regarding reflective knowledge at least, with a “principle of exclusion™
“If one is to know that p then one must exclude . . . [i.e., know not to be the case] every
possibility that one knows to be incompatible with one’s knowing that p” (RK, 425).
Clearly the knowing is characteristically dispositional here: one need not have in mind
or bring to mind all of the competing propositions (even supposing one actually could).
One need only have dispositional beliefs constituting the relevant kind of knowledge."
This condition may seem to invite skepticism, since many of us know that our present
perceptual knowledge is incompatible with a certain kind of deception by a Cartesian
demon, but seem not to know that there is no such demon. However, some philosophers
think we do know that; others hold that we do not need to know it."

I cannot pursue this difficult issue here. Skepticism and even the narrower question of
the status of closure principles important for it are very large topics. I prefer to pursue
two questions more pertinent to virtue epistemology as such. First, does knowledge
grounded in intellectual virtue require such second-order knowledge? Second, is the
cognitive state constituted by overall reflective knowledge a unitary kind of knowledge
at all?

On the first question, I have already noted that Sosa grants that a kind of justification
is immune to the deception that a Cartesian demon can induce in our framework of
beliefs. I have also pointed out the element of praiseworthiness appropriate to virtues in
general as admirable traits of persons. Sosa himself speaks of “praise” in connection with
virtues and aptitudes, and says that “[t]o praise a performance as skillful or an action as
right, or a judgment as wise or apt, accordingly, is to assess not only the action or the
judgment but also the reflected aptitude or character or intelligence” (RK, 420). Now
granting that there are intellectual success terms like ‘perceive’ and ‘intuit’ that, in some
of their uses, require true belief or knowledge, it is surely possible for a person who is
intellectually rigorous to achieve justified belief, to construct imaginative theories, and to
frame rigorous arguments, without achieving even first-order knowledge, much less the
kind of second-order knowledge required for what Sosa counts as reflective knowledge.
If one is hallucinating in a situation in which one has no way of figuring this out, and on
that veridical-seeming sensory basis one comes up with an ingenious plausible explana-
tion of phenomena one seems to see, this can be a case in which one has justified belief
grounded in the kind of faculty that would, under “normal” conditions, yield knowledge.
Consistently with hallucinating, one might even take steps to see that one is not doing so,
but be fooled there too! Another person in the same situation might come up with
nothing but foolish conjectures. Might we not find intellectual virtue in the first case —
ill-fated, to be sure — and intellectual laxity in the other case?

Some intellectual virtues, by contrast, seem external in a way that precludes this
internally grounded possession, where unavoidable falsehood in a belief manifesting
them is compatible with that same belief’s having a kind of intellectual merit; but surely
some intellectual virtues are internal, or largely so.'® It is true that perceptive people must
have an appropriate proportion of true beliefs in the right situation; and /logical people
must make valid inferences and at least be disposed to know, within a certain range,
which are valid and which not. But (intellectually) smaginative people can be factually
mistaken in a great proportion of their beliefs. I suggest, then, that Sosa’s framework
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might be extended to accommodate the contrast between external and internal intellec-
tual virtues. Both may be essentially connected with truth, but the kinds of connections
in question seem to be different in the two cases, and there may also be differences in the
kind of reflective understanding required. Perceptiveness may require less in this respect
than, say, analytical rigor.

However the framework might take account of the contrast between what it seems
natural to call internal as opposed to external virtues, our second question remains:
Is reflective knowledge unitary, in the intuitive sense in which it is if knowledge that p
is constituted by a certain kind of well-grounded true belief of that proposition? Or is
reflective knowledge more nearly a compound consisting of knowledge together with —
indeed integrated with — other elements, perhaps including, but not limited to animal
knowledge?

One might agree with Sosa that reflective knowledge is needed if the skeptical threat is
as serious as it seems to many to be and is to be met. It does not follow — and I do not
think he is suggesting that it does — that reflective knowledge is unitary, in virtue of being
constituted by a certain kind of well-grounded true belief. Much of what he says,
however, creates the impression that it is unitary, for instance the characterization of
knowledge as true belief out of intellectual virtue, and his use of the standard way of
referring to knowledge as if it is constituted by belief of the proposition said to be known.
It appears to me that reflective knowledge “that p” is not unitary in this sense, but is
better conceived as knowledge both of and regarding p. It consists of knowledge that p,
together with appropriate second-order capacities, including dispositional beliefs that
themselves constitute knowledge (or at least of knowledge together with suitably grounded
dispositions to believe, where the beliefs that would be formed will at least normally
constitute knowledge).

So viewed, reflective knowledge seems both to occur quite commonly and, at least
some of the time, to bespeak intellectual virtue. But if we can find a way to rebut (even if
not refute) the principle of exclusion, we need not hold that such knowledge is required
to manifest intellectual virtue (perhaps we need not hold that in any case). It would seem
that intellectual virtue can be manifested when, despite our making every critical effort
that can be expected of us in seeking evidence in the situation, we lack the knowledge
needed to guarantee the reliability of our faculties, i.e., knowledge whose content, or at
least existence, guarantees this (which is not to say we know that it does so). Indeed,
unless some internal requirements are imposed on the second-order components (as
I think Sosa intends to do for at least some cases), I do not see that their presence is
sufficient to render an instance of knowledge an exercise of intellectual virtue either.
Logically speaking, we could be gifted with animal knowledge having the right higher-
order content just as easily as cursed by the deceptions of a Cartesian demon. We might,
to be sure (as I suggested earlier) distinguish between ordinary and animal virtue, much
as we distinguish reflective and animal knowledge. If, on the other hand, satisfactory
internal requirements are imposed, then even if skepticism remains a threat to the
common-sense view that we have knowledge of the external world, Sosa could cogently
claim that external world beliefs out of intellectual virtue can be amply justified. Justifica-
tion might be, as it were, largely up to nurture even if knowledge is largely up to nature.

Despite the brevity of this sketch of Sosa’s virtue epistemology, we can discern some
of its major features. It makes use of a series of essential distinctions — among kinds of
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trait, between internal and external criteria of justification, between justification and
aptness, and between kinds of knowledge. Its explication of knowledge as true belief out
of intellectual virtue is well developed; it incorporates the ideas of a faculty, of its field of
application, and of conditions of its operation. The treatment of skepticism is resourceful
and represents a reconstruction of what is best in Descartes’s higher-order approach
to dealing with the possibility of error. Sosa captures the elements of internalism, of
reflexivity, of reliabilism, and of epistemic responsibilism in Descartes’s epistemology
without endorsing the elements of infallibilism, deductivism, skepticism, or voluntarism
that we also find in parts of Descartes’s writings. I have stressed a distinction between
intellectual virtue and epistemic power, argued for what seems a stronger internalist
conception of intellectual virtue than the dominant conception one finds in Sosa’s works,
and suggested that skepticism may be resistible without the exclusion principle. These
points might perhaps be adapted to Sosa’s virtue perspectivism without radical changes
on either side; but even if we incorporate them into a quite different virtue epistemology,
we will have to use the kinds of basic conceptual materials he has provided and explicated.
Anyone wanting to develop a virtue epistemology must take careful account of his
contribution."”

Notes

1 Ihave provided a detailed account of action from virtue, with special attention to the character
of the ‘from’, in “Acting from Virtue,” Mind 104 (1995): 449-71.

2 For a variety of approaches to virtue epistemology, see, e.g., Jonathan Kvanvig, The Intellec-
tual Virtues and the Life of the Mind (L.anham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1992), James A.
Montmarquet, Epistemic Virtue and Doxastic Responsibility (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1993), Linda Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind (Cambridge and New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996), and John Greco, Putting Skeptics in Their Place (Cambridge
and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). For an approach premised on the idea
that “[t]he focus of our ‘epistemic lives’ is the activity of inquiry,” see Christopher Hookway,
“Cognitive Virtues and Epistemic Evaluations,” International Journal of Philosophical Studies
2 (1994). These approaches differ much from one another, as well as in the extent to which
they take moral virtue as a model for epistemic virtue and in how they do so.

3 A number of Sosa’s writings will be cited below, and many further references to his voluminous
works in epistemology will be listed in this volume. There are also volumes appearing that
contain many papers discussing his work in virtue epistemology. See, e.g., Guy Axtell, ed.,
Knowledge, Belief, and Character: Readings in Virtue Epistemology (Lanham, MD: Rowman
and Littlefield, 2000), Michael DePaul and Linda Zagzebski, Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives
from Ethics and Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), and Abrol Fairweather
and Linda Zagzebski, eds., Virtue Epistemology: Essays on Epistemic Virtue and Responsibility
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). All of these volumes contain work
by Sosa himself, and in one of the papers in Axtell’s collection (pp. 99—110) Sosa replies to
criticism by Laurence BonJour and Jonathan Dancy.

4 “Knowledge and Intellectual Virtue,” originally published in 7The Monist (1985), reprinted in
Ernest Sosa, Knowledge in Perspective: Selected Essays in Epistemology (Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991) (cited as KP), p. 225. Page references to this paper
and, unless otherwise specified, to others of Sosa’s writings, will hereinafter be parenthetically
included in the text.
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The notion of the differential of truth over error is not meant to be merely quantitative,
referring simply to a favorable proportion of true to false beliefs. One dimension of intellec-
tual virtue is a kind of wisdom regarding what truths are, in the way appropriate to the person
and context in question, important. Sosa discusses the nature of such importance in more
than one place; for a valuable detailed treatment see his “For the Love of Truth” in Fairweather
and Zagzebski, eds., Virtue Epistemology.

This formulation contains no element that clearly captures the causal character of ‘out of’,
but much that Sosa says in this and other papers indicates that he intends that character to be
reflected in his conception of believing out of intellectual virtue.

“Reflective Knowledge in the Best Circles,” The Journal of Philosophy 94 (1997): 422 (cited as
RK). In Knowledge in Focus, Skepticism Resolved (Princeton University Press, forthcoming),
which Sosa has kindly given me for a fuller perspective, the same range of issues is considered
in more detail in ways that — in the May, 1999, version, at least — are compatible with the
approach attributed to Sosa here.

The translation is by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985). Other citations of Aristotle
are also to this edition.

“Virtue Epistemology,” unpublished manuscript (cited as VE).

That such non-inferential, apparently “wired in” knowledge is possible is argued in ch. 7 of
my Epistemology (London and New York: Routledge, 1998).

See Ernest Sosa, “Beyond Skepticism, to the Best of our Knowledge,” Mind 97 (1988).
The idea that knowledge entails credit for the belief in question is developed and defended by
John Greco in “Knowledge as Credit for True Belief,” in DePaul and Zagzebski, Intellectual
Virtue.

To avoid an apparently vicious regress, Sosa would presumably not require that the needed
higher-order knowledge is reflective. How plausible is it, however, to conceive it as animal
knowledge? This is perhaps a contingent matter; the answer, I suppose, depends on how we
are built, particularly on how much self-understanding is a natural, “direct” response to our
belief formation processes and other epistemically relevant elements of our cognitive system.
I assume that higher-order knowledge can in any case be construed as a kind of knowledge
that can become reflective, whereas animal knowledge need not meet that condition.

Still another interesting passage in which Sosa discusses the requirement in question occurs
in a reply to BonJour, in which he says,

VP [virtue perspectivism]| requires that one’s first order beliefs be placed in “epistemic perspect-
ive,” where one takes note of the sources of one’s beliefs (or the first order ones, at a minimum)
and of how reliable these are. Thus one’s epistemic perspective would classify a typical perceptual
belief as a perceptual belief of some relevant sort, and would combine that with an assessment of
the reliability of beliefs of that sort.”

See “Perspectives in Virtue Epistemology: A Reply to Dancy and BonJour,” in Axtell,
Knowledge, Belief, and Character, p. 103. What is required to take note of such a thing? In
the minimal case, surely no reflection is needed. A telling phrase here is ‘one’s epistemic
perspective would classify,” which suggests to me that the process can be automatic and may
indeed be accomplished through the acquisition of dispositions to believe as opposed to the
formation of beliefs or — especially — that of classificatory thoughts.

John Greco makes a plausible case that only dispositions to believe, which are not themselves
beliefs, as opposed to dispositional beliefs, need be posited by Sosa here. See Putting Skeptics
in Their Place, pp. 187-90 (this book contains much discussion of Sosa’s position and a well-
developed, complementary alternative, which Greco calls “agent reliabilism”). I have developed
this distinction in “Dispositional Beliefs and Dispositions to Believe,” Nous 28 (1994), but
have been assuming here that Sosa intends to include what I prefer to call dispositions to
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believe under his term “implicit belief.” If that is his intention, then the suggested revision
can be made without major substantive change in his theory.

Peter D. Klein’s Certainty: A Refutation of Scepticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1981) makes a case for our knowing such skeptical hypotheses false; Fred Dretske, in,
e.g., “Epistemic Operators,” The Journal of Philosophy 67 (1970) has argued that we do not
need to. For my own case that we do not need to see, e.g., Epistemology, ch. 6.

This is argued in my “Epistemic Virtue and Justified Belief,” in Zagzebski and Fairweather,
Virtue Epistemology.

This paper is dedicated to Ernest Sosa, from whom I have learned a great deal over many
years. There are many aspects of his epistemology which it has been impossible even to begin
to address here, and I am well aware that even his virtue perspectivist theory may have
undergone major developments by the time this essay appears. For helpful comments on an
carlier version I thank John Greco.
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Structure and Connection:
Comments on Sosa’s Epistemology

STEWART COHEN

Ernie Sosa has been a major force in Epistemology at least since I first became interested
in the topic 25 years ago. He has had illuminating and influential things to say about
virtually every topic in epistemology and I have learned much from his writings. It is
with great pleasure and gratitude that I contribute to this collection of essays on his work.

I would like to make some comments about work in which he describes in detail his
most recent views.! My comments concern two central topics in his work — the structure
of knowledge, and the nature of the epistemic mind—world connection.

The Structure of Knowledge

For Sosa, there are two kinds of knowledge — animal knowledge (cognirio) and reflective
knowledge (scientia). Animal knowledge is a matter of being reliably connected to the world
— having one’s belief be safe. Reflective knowledge is derived from animal knowledge, by
putting such knowledge in proper perspective:

reflective knowledge, while building on animal knowledge [secured by reliable, apt faculties],
goes beyond it precisely in the respect of integrating one’s beliefs into a more coherent
framework. This it does especially through attaining an epistemic perspective within which
the object-level animal beliefs may be seen as reliably based. (TR, 72)

According to Sosa, if one has epistemically virtuous faculties — faculties that produce,
apt, reliable, beliefs — then one can come to know things via

perception and introspection, along with intuition, as well as inductive and abductive
reasoning, along with . . . deductive reasoning. . . . By use of such faculties . . . one attains . . . a
broad view of oneself and one’s environing world. And, if all goes well, then in terms of this
epistemic perspective one can feel confident about the reliability of one’s full complement of
one’s faculties. (RK, 102)
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So the picture that emerges is this: One first acquires animal knowledge without benefit
of any knowledge of the reliability of one’s faculties. After acquiring such knowledge, one
uses it to gain a perspective from which one can learn of the reliability of the faculties
in virtue of which one’s initial animal knowlege was acquired. Presumably, once one
knows one’s beliefs are reliably based, one can come to know that one’s beliefs constitute
knowledge, i.e., one can come to know one knows.

In a certain respect the kind of knowledge structure Sosa endorses is circular: it allows
one to use the deliverances of a cognitive faculty as a basis for establishing the reliability
of that very faculty. But Sosa argues that the circularity is not vicious and indeed
provides a solution to the problem of the criterion.

This problem arises because a natural intuition (pretheoretically, anyway) is that a
potential knowledge source, e.g., sense perception, cannot deliver knowledge unless we
know the source is reliable. But surely our knowledge that sense perception is reliable
will be based on knowledge we have about the workings of the world. And surely that
knowledge will be acquired by sense perception. So it looks as if we are in the impossible
situation of needing sensory knowledge prior to acquiring it. Similar considerations
apply to other sources of knowledge like memory and induction. Skepticism threatens.

On Sosa’s view, we can acquire animal knowledge prior to knowing anything about
the reliability of our cognitive processes. Once we gain enough animal knowledge, we
acquire a perspective — “a broad view of oneself and one’s environing world” — from
which we can see that our cognitive processes are reliable. And this enables us to ascend
to reflective knowledge.

Sosa’s view provides an ingenious way to circumvent the problem of the criterion. But
I have two concerns. The first concerns the details of this circular structure. Sosa views
the kind of circularity he defends as Cartesian. And he argues that G. E. Moore’s famous
anti-skeptical reasoning can be viewed in the same non-viciously circular way (RK, 417).

1 Datum: I know with a high degree of certainty that here is a hand.

2 T can see and feel that here is a hand, and that is the only, or anyhow the best
explanation of the source of my knowledge that here is a hand.

3 So my perception that here is a hand is what explains why or how it is that I know
(with certainty) that here is a hand.

4 But my perception could not serve as a source of that degree of justified certainty if it
were not a reliable faculty.

5 So, finally, my perception must be reliable faculty.

But this Moorean structure looks very different from the structure described in the
earlier quotations. There one begins with one’s first-order knowledge and, on that basis,
acquires knowledge of the reliability of one’s faculties. From there, I supposed, one could
acquire second-order knowledge —knowledge that one knows. But in the Moorean structure,
one begins with second-order knowledge — I know that I have a hand — and from there,
acquires knowledge of the reliability of one’s faculties. But this inference to reliability of
one’s faculties follows straightforwardly from the necessary truth that one’s faculties
cannot deliver knowledge unless they are reliable.

Now my question is this: What role does animal knowledge play in the acquisition of
reliability knowledge on the Moorean model? The only possibility seems to be that it
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plays a role in one’s acquiring one’s second-order knowledge, e.g., Moore’s knowledge
that here is a hand. So first one acquires animal knowledge. Then on the basis of one’s
animal knowledge, one comes to know that one knows. And then one infers, from the fact
that one knows, that one’s faculties are reliable. The problem I have with this account is
that it’s puzzling how one’s animal knowledge could lead to knowing that one knows
without first leading to knowledge of the reliability of one’s faculties. That is, it would seem
that one gets to second-order knowledge via one’s animal knowledge by one’s animal
knowledge leading to knowledge of reliability. But according to the Moorean picture, one
acquires one’s second-order knowledge prior to acquiring one’s reliability knowledge.

However the details are to be worked out, it’s clear that Sosa intends that reflective
knowledge is built up from animal knowledge. This provides the basis for his treatment
of the problem of the criterion. My second concern is that Sosa’s view faces what I have
called “the problem of easy knowledge.” As Sosa envisions it, gaining knowledge of the
reliability of one’s faculties is a significant cognitive achievement. Such knowledge comes
only after putting a substantial amount of animal knowledge into perspective. This is as
it should be. The problem is that there seems to be nothing to prevent one from using
one’s animal knowledge to acquire reliability knowledge in ways that, intuitively, are too
easy.

The problem of easy knowledge arises in two ways. The first exploits the deductive
closure principle. On Sosa’s view, I can come to know, e.g., that the table is red simply
on the basis of my belief being safe. I do not need to know that the circumstances are not
such that my color vision is unreliable. I do not need to know, e.g., that it is not the case
that the table is white with red lights shining on it. (It’s enough for it to be unlikely in the
context.) But once I know the table is red, it follows from closure (provided that I see the
entailment) that I know it is not white with red lights shining on it. And similarly for any
alternative to the table being red, I can come to know that alternative is false in this trivial
way. But if one has no prior knowledge that there are no red lights shining on the table,
it seems counterintuitive that one could acquire it subsequently in this way.

Imagine my 7-year-old son asks me: “Daddy but what if the (seemingly red) table is
white with red lights shining on it?” I reply, “Well — look, the table is red.” According to
Sosa, this is something I can know, provided my belief is safe. So I can appeal to it in
reasoning. So I continue: “But since it’s red, it can’t be white with red lights shining on
it. See?” I take it that this reasoning is unacceptable. But I don’t see how Sosa can avoid
sanctioning it without giving up closure.

The second way the problem of easy knowledge arises has been pointed out by Jonathan
Vogel and Richard Fumerton. Suppose my perceptual faculties produce the safe belief
that there is a red table before me. Again, I can have this knowledge even if I do not
know my perceptual faculties are reliable, or indeed even if I do not have any evidence
for their reliability. Now suppose my introspective faculties produce the safe belief that it
looks to me as if there is a table before me. Putting these two beliefs together, I would
seem to have acquired some evidence that my perceptual faculties are reliable. But
clearly if I did not have such evidence prior to my acquiring these beliefs, I cannot in this
way acquire such evidence. Moreover, it is not clear why I could not in this way manage
to produce enough evidence to come to know that my perceptual faculties are reliable.
But intuitively, at least by my lights, one cannot, in this way, come to know one’s percep-
tual faculties are reliable. But I do not see how, on Sosa’s view, it can be prevented.
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Safety

Central to Sosa’s epistemology is the notion that belief must be reliably connected to the
world in order to constitute knowledge. Sosa proposes to replace the Dretske/Nozick
notion of tracking or sensitivity with his own notion of safety:

[S’s] . . . belief is safe iff S would not have held it without it being true. (S&C, 14)

As Sosa notes, safety avoids many of the problems of sensitivity. But it seems to result in
the failure of deductive closure for knowledge. We can illustrate this with Kripke’s
(unpublished) red barn case.

Suppose there is a region where there exist barns along with barn replicas visually indistin-
guishable from actual barns. The residents of the region picked out all the sites and at each
one flipped a coin to determine whether they would put up a real barn or a replica. As it
turns out all the replicas are green. S is unaware of the replicas and seeing an actual red
barn, comes to believe that there is a red barn before him.

Does S know there is a red barn before him? The safety condition seems to allow that
S does know. Because all of the replicas are green, S would not believe there was a red
barn before him unless there was. Does S know there is a barn before him? Here, safety
rules out knowledge. S would believe there was a barn before him if there were a green
replica before him. So deductive closure fails.

Sosa recognized this problem and proposes a more sophisticated formulation designed
to avoid the problem:

A belief is safe iff it is based on a reliable indication.

A reliable indication is a deliverance that would occur only if the delivered proposition
were true. Deliverances occur when you ostensibly perceive, or remember, or deduce
something. And a proposition is delivered when the ostensible perception, etc., inclines
you to believe it (TCK, 270).

Sosa does not spell out how this reformulation of safety avoids closure failure. But I
think I see how it is supposed to work. In the Kripke example, the original version of
safety yields the result that S knows there is a red barn before him without knowing
there is a barn before him. But revised safety avoids this result. S’s belief that there is
a barn before him is based on the deliverance of a red barn. And #hat deliverance would
only occur if there were a barn before him. So revised safety does not yield the result that
S fails to know he sees a barn and closure is saved.

Though revised safety avoids closure failure, it does so only at the cost of producing
strongly counterintuitive results. Kripke’s red barn case is a variant of a case Goldman
introduced into the literature as, among other things, a counterexample to the causal
theory of knowing.® On that view, being causally related to the fact that p is sufficient for
a belief that p to be knowledge. But Goldman notes that even if I see a barn, and so my
belief that there is a barn before me is causally related to the fact of there being such a
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barn, I still fail to know there is a barn before me if unbeknown to me there are barn
replicas in the vicinity. Most people share that intuition, especially if the case is specified
so the barn replicas are abundant and very close by. In the Kripke version of the case,
original safety produces closure failure by allowing that S knows he sees a red barn while
failing to know he sees a barn. Revised safety avoids this problem by allowing that S can
know there is a barn before him as well. But that result runs counter to the robust
intuition that S fails to know in such cases. If S sees a barn in a region with perceptually
indistinguishable barn replicas, he does not know there is a barn before him.* So it looks
as if revised safety avoids closure failure at the cost of producing a counterintuitive result
for this case.

Notes

1 “Reflective Knowledge in the Best Circles,” The Journal of Philosophy 94 (1997): 410-30 (cited
as RK); “Thomas Reid” (co-authored with James Van Cleve), in Steven Emmanuel, ed., 7he
Modern Philosophers: From Descartes to Nietzsche (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) (cited as TR);
“Skepticism and Contextualism,” Philosophical Issues 10 (2000): 1-18 (cited as S&C); and
“Tracking, Competence, and Knowledge,” in The Oxford Handbook of Epistemology (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002) (cited as TCK).

2 “Basic Knowledge and the Problem of Easy Knowledge,” Rutgers Epistemology Conference
2001, in Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (September 2003).

3 “Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge,” The Journal of Philosophy 73 (1975). Goldman
credits Carl Ginet for the original example.

4 Here I am indebted to discussions with Jonathan Vogel.
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Sosa, Safety, Sensitivity,
and Skeptical Hypotheses

KEITH DEROSE

Fortunately for those of us who work on the topic, Ernie Sosa has devoted much of his
(seemingly inexhaustible) intellectual energy to the problem of philosophical skepticism.
And to great effect. With the three exceptions of Peter Unger, whose Ignorance: A Case
Jor Scepticism (1975) is a grossly underappreciated classic of epistemology; Timothy
Williamson, whose Knowledge and its Limits (2000) is, I hope, on its way to being a less
underappreciated classic; and Thomas Reid, I have benefited more from Sosa’s wrestlings
with skepticism than from anyone else’s work on the topic.

Though I am an advocate of a particular kind of “contextualist Moorean” response to
skepticism, I still have strong sympathies with “straightforwardly Moorean” responses of
the type Sosa favors. If I were forced to abandon the contextualist approach, I would
myself adopt a straightforwardly Moorean position. Sosa’s work, then, represents an
exploration of what, for me, is the path not taken. I am very happy to have such an expert
traveler exploring that path so fruitfully.

In two recent papers, Sosa spends considerable space explicitly comparing his solution
to the skeptical problem with contextualist solutions in general, and with mine in
particular.! T will here continue that conversation. Sosa has not convinced me to change
paths, nor do I expect to convince him (though I will claim that in certain ways our
approaches are very similar, and perhaps more similar than Sosa thinks). Nevertheless,
I welcome the opportunity to compare notes. To properly keep the focus on Sosa’s work,
I will avoid as much as possible spelling out the details of my own and other alternative
approaches, and will endeavor to explain them only so far as is needed to make the
comparative points I will argue for.

Key to Sosa’s recent efforts is his advocacy of a “safety” approach to knowledge and
skepticism. Fred Dretske, Robert Nozick, and (in a quite different way) I make use of the
concept of the “sensitivity” of beliefs in our response to skepticism. Sosa admits the
“undeniable intuitive attractiveness” of such sensitivity approaches, but claims to be able
to co-opt its benefits by means of his substitute notion of safety, which he claims is easily
confused with sensitivity, but which produces much better results when applied to the
problem of skepticism (HDOM, 143). But it turns out that Sosa, too, uses the notion
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of sensitivity in his account in a way that renders his account as susceptible to the
main problems he raises as is my account — and perhaps as susceptible as are the other
sensitivity accounts. Or so I will argue. For this and other reasons, I will dispute Sosa’s
claim to have produced a superior account.

1 Sensitivity Accounts — Direct and Indirect

A variety of cases elicit from us a strong and surprising intuitive pull toward saying that
the subjects of the case don’t know the propositions in question. Thus, in the relevant
familiar cases, there is a strong pull toward saying that I do nos know that

) D’ve lost the lottery.

) My newspaper isn’t mistaken about whether the Cubs won yesterday.
(E3) Those animals are not just cleverly painted mules.

) I’'m not a BIV.

Sosa points out (HDOM, 147), and I agree, that it isn’t nearly as intuitively clear as some
would make it out to be that there is no knowledge of things like (E4) — and I’d say the
same about our other Es. (More on this in section 9, below.) Indeed, it is my position
that, in an important way, I in fact do know all of the above in the relevant cases.”
Nevertheless, as I trust even those who sympathize with that position of mine will agree,
there is at least a strong intuitive pull toward the verdict that I don’t know each of the
above. Of course, there are many propositions which I intuitively seem not to know.
What’s surprising about the above? Well, each of the above Es can be paired with
another proposition, which we’ll in each case label “O” about which there are powerful
intuitions to the effect that (a) I 4o know that O and, (b) If I don’t know that E, then
I don’t know that O. Consider these Os, which can each be paired with the similarly
numbered E, above:

(O1) I won’t be able to repay my loan by the end of the year.
(02) The Cubs won yesterday.

(O3) Those animals are zebras.

(O4) T have hands.

In the case of (E2)/(02), we suppose that my only source of information about the
result of the game is my newspaper, which didn’t carry a story about the game, but just
listed the score under “Yesterday’s Results.” Intuitively, if the newspaper is a normally
reliable one, and, of course, if the Cubs did in fact win, it seems that I know that
they won. Yet, in the imagined circumstances (my newspaper is my only source of
information about this game), this conditional also seems intuitively correct: If I don’t
know that my paper isn’t mistaken about whether the Cubs won yesterday, then I
don’t know that they won — if I don’t know that (E2), then I don’t know that (O2).
These two fairly strong intuitions, if correct, would seem to point to the conclusion
that I know that (E2). That’s why it’s surprising that there’s such a strong intuitive
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pull toward saying that I don’t know (E2). Similar points would apply to our other case
pairs. What accounts for this intuitive pull toward saying that the likes of (E1)—(E4) are
not known?

It’s here that many appeal to the notion of sensitivity. Roughly, a subject S’s true
belief that p is sensitive iff p were not the case, then S would not have believed that p.
Given the natural understanding of the relevant cases, (E1)—(E4) seem not to be sensitive
beliefs, while (O1)—(0O4) do seem to be sensitive. (Thus, to continue using the (E2)/(02)
pair, If the Cubs had not won, I would not believe that they had won seems true, while If my
paper had been mistaken about yesterday’s game, I would not believe it wasn’t mistaken does
not seem true — it seems that if my paper were mistaken, I’d have believed as strongly as
I in fact do that it wasn’t.) Sensitivity explanations appeal to this insensitivity of beliefs
(E1)—(E4) to explain why they seem not to constitute knowledge.

The direct way to do this is to follow Dretske and Nozick in supposing that sensitivity
is a necessary condition for knowledge. If our concept of knowledge were simply that of
true, sensitive belief, it would be no surprise that we tend to judge that insensitive beliefs
are not knowledge. And, of course, that point will hold also for more complicated theories
of knowledge, so long as they make sensitivity a condition for knowledge.

T also appeal to the insensitivity of (E1)—(E4) to explain why those beliefs can seem not
to be pieces of knowledge, but I do not take the above direct approach. Mine is an indirect
sensitivity account — one that appeals to the insensitivity of (E1)—(E4) in explaining why
they seem not to be knowledge, but does not do so by building a sensitivity condition
(or anything like a sensitivity condition) into the very concept of knowledge.

Both direct and indirect sensitivity accounts appeal to the insensitivity of (E1)—(E4) in
their explanations of why these beliefs seem not to be knowledge. Both types of accounts
then seem to depend on some claim to the effect that we have at least a fairly general —
though not necessarily exceptionless — tendency to judge that insensitive beliefs are not
knowledge. Without some such assumption, the insensitivity of (E1)—(E4) would not do
the explanatory work assigned to it. So both types of account utilize what in “Solving the
Skeptical Problem” (hereafter referred to as SSP)’ I called the “Subjunctive Condition-
als Account” (SCA) — in the relevant cases, they explain why S seems not to know that
by means of the following two claims:

SCA

1 S’s belief that p is insensitive; and

2 We have some at least fairly general — though perhaps not exceptionless — tendency to
judge that insensitive beliefs are not knowledge.

Where direct and indirect sensitivity accounts diverge is in their further account of why
(2) holds. Direct sensitivity accounts hold that this is so because:

(a) Sensitivity is a necessary condition for knowledge.

Indirect sensitivity accounts, then, utilize SCA, but have some explanation other than the
one based on (a) for why (2) holds. (In section 4, below, I’ll mention a type of sensitivity
account — a “modest direct sensitivity account” — that uses a variant of (a) that’s nonethe-
less close enough to (a) that the account should still be labeled “direct”.)
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2 The Attack by Counterexample on Sensitivity Accounts
— And Why SCA Seems on the Right Track Nonetheless

As I’ve noted, Sosa hopes to advance his own safety account as preferable to sensitivity
accounts. What’s wrong with the sensitivity accounts? Sosa’s main attack — at least the
main attack that is not limited to targeting only direct sensitivity accounts (Sosa and
I seem to be in agreement about what’s wrong with direct sensitivity approaches) — is
one of counterexamples: he presents cases in which we intuitively judge that a subject
knows that p, despite the fact that S’s belief that p is, and seems to us to be, insensitive
(HDOM, 145-6). If our intuitions about such cases are correct, the cases are counter-
examples to the theories of knowledge on which direct sensitivity accounts are based,
since they show that (a) is false. But such cases also provide exceptions to the generaliza-
tion (2), utilized by even indirect sensitivity accounts, for about such cases we are not
inclined to judge that the subject doesn’t know, despite the apparent insensitivity of the
subject’s belief. Of course, I’ve formulated (2) so that it is perfectly compatible with
there being exceptions to the tendency it posits. (Indeed, I’ve formulated it in a way that
positively anticipates exceptions.) Still, it would be better to explain by means of a
generalization that has absolutely no exceptions, so counterexamples like Sosa’s are
damaging to indirect sensitivity accounts.

Sosa does not present his counterexamples as something new. He is citing an old problem
for sensitivity accounts to set the stage for his new, alternative account. Sensitivity theorists
have long been aware of counterexamples like the two Sosa presents* — and some other
types of cases, too. How have they (we) responded?

For one thing, by suggesting modifications to their accounts. When Nozick first
presented his own brand of direct sensitivity theory, he did so along with counterexamples
to the simple version — prominently including cases where the subject does know that p,
despite the fact that she would have believed that p even if p had been false. As is well
known, Nozick suggested complications to his account involving methods of belief
formation to handle the problem cases. In my presentation of an indirect sensitivity
account in SSP, I discussed several kinds of exceptions to (2), and discussed various
ways in which that generalization might be modified in an attempt to handle such cases
(see SSP, 19-23). Still, no sensitivity theorist, to my knowledge, has even pretended that
all the cases have been successfully dealt with.

But I also argued that though the SCA generalization is not ideally precise, there
is good reason to think that it is on the right track, and that it can be used in good
explanations. I will repeat the essence of that argument here.

First, and obviously, I pointed out that I was using (2) to explain why we seem not
to know in various cases, and the generalization needn’t be exceptionless to play that
explanatory role. The exceptions perhaps show that the generalization can be refined
and improved in certain ways, and may even point us in hopeful directions toward
finding some such refinements (some of which are no doubt important and will signi-
ficantly advance our understanding, and, indeed, some of which I explore), but heaven
help us if we have to wait until the generalizations we use in philosophy (or elsewhere)
have to be perfectly Chisholmed and exceptionless before we can put them to explan-
atory work!
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But why think the sensitivity account is even on the right track? Why think the
exceptions reveal only the need for further tinkering, rather than for a completely
different account? Without repeating the case variants I discuss (see SSP, 23—7), the
reason is that where the account works, it works so impressively well. First, that a subject
would have believed p even if p were false does intuitively seem like a good reason to
think the subject doesn’t know that p. And, secondly, and more impressively, when we
take cases like the familiar specifications of the situations in which our current Es are
usually placed, and then start imagining the most natural ways of modifying the situation
in question so that the subject does seem to know the relevant proposition, we will find in
an imposingly impressive array of case variants that the very changes needed to make the
subject seem to know also render the subject’s belief sensitive. As I conclude in SSP,
“Again and again, SCA posits a certain block [the insensitivity of the belief] to our
judging that we know, and the changes that would clear the way for our judging that we
know also remove this block. This makes it difficult not to believe that SCA is at least
roughly correct” (SSP, 25).

Are we to suppose that it’s just a coincidence that these Es seem not to be pieces
of knowledge when they are in their usual settings, where they are insensitive beliefs, but
that they no longer give this “no-knowledge” appearance in the modified situations in
which they are sensitive — that the very changes needed to make the appearance of no-
knowledge fade away also render the beliefs in question sensitive? Perhaps someone will
devise a good explanation, having nothing to do with sensitivity, for why our Es seem not
to be knowledge in their usual settings (in which they’re insensitive beliefs), and will also
allow us to see why they seem to be knowledge in the modified situations (where they are
sensitive). Perhaps. But I’'m not holding my breath.

3 Sosa’s Safety Account

Sosa, though, is not a hit-and-run counterexampler. He has an alternative account, based
on his notion of safety, for why (E4) can seem not to be knowledge, and his account seems
to be generalizable to cover our other Es as well. Using ‘—’ for the subjunctive condi-
tional, Sosa explains his notion of safety, and its relation to sensitivity, as follows:

A belief is sensitive iff had it been false, S would not have held it, whereas a belief is safe
iff S would not have held it without its being true. For short: S’s belief B(p) is sensitive iff
~p — ~B(p), whereas S’s belief is safe iff B(p) — p. These are not equivalent, since
subjunctive conditionals do not contrapose. (HDOM, 146)

Sosa claims that safety is (while sensitivity is not) a requirement for knowledge (HDOM,
147). One’s belief that one is not a BIV is safe, according to Sosa, and so one does know
that one is not a BIV.’ The appearance that (E4) is not known is an i/lusion (HDOM,
147). What accounts for this illusion? Here we’re asking for an explanation of the same
phenomenon that SCA is designed to explain — why (E4) can seem not to be knowledge.
In short, Sosa’s explanation is that the belief that one is not a BIV is an insensitive belief,
and, though sensitivity isn’t required for knowledge, it is easily confused with safety,
which s a requirement for knowledge. In Sosa’s own words:
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Safety and sensitivity, being mutual contrapositives, are easily confused, so it is easy to
confuse the correct requirement of safety . . . with a requirement of sensitivity. It is easy to
overlook that subjunctive conditionals do not contrapose. (HDOM, 148)

Sosa’s account can handle our other Es (in their familiar settings) as well: Because, in
their familiar settings, beliefs in (E1)—(E3) are insensitive, Sosa’s safety account will apply
to them as well as it does to (E4).

Furthermore, Sosa’s account can explain why it so often happens that the very changes
to the examples that remove the “no-knowledge” appearance also have the result that the
beliefs in question are not sensitive: once the beliefs in question are rendered sensitive,
Sosa’s explanation for the appearance of no-knowledge no longer applies to them.

So it can appear that Sosa has indeed produced a non-sensitivity account which can
deliver at least many of the main advantages of sensitivity accounts.

4 Sosa’s Account as a Sensitivity Account —
and His Counterexamples

But wait! Isn’t Sosa’s own account a sensitivity account? And isn’t it precisely in being a
sensitivity account that it is able to deliver those advantages? Sosa’s explanation for why
(E4) can seem not to be known clearly employs the first of SCA’s two claims:

1 S’s belief that p is insensitive.
He combines this with the following in his explanation:

(b) Safety is a necessary condition for knowledge.
(c) Because it is the contrapositive of sensitivity, we easily confuse safety with sensitivity.

In fact, we can construe Sosa’s account as an indirect sensitivity account, which uses
(b)—(c) as its explanation for why (2) holds: it’s because of (b)—(c) that we so often think
that insensitive beliefs are not knowledge.

So far, this is just a matter of classification. It’s no surprise that some broad category of
explanations can be constructed which includes both Sosa’s account and the accounts he
is opposing. Do the shared features in virtue of which I'm grouping Sosa’s account in
with the others bear on the advantages/disadvantages of the accounts?

Yes, it seems. It’s in virtue of partaking of the form of SCA that Sosa’s account is able
to achieve the advantages of the other sensitivity accounts. But, in virtue of that same form,
Sosa’s account seems to be rendered as vulnerable to his own counterexamples as are the
accounts he attacks. At least it’s hard to see why Sosa’s account, as a sensitivity account,
isn’t as susceptible to the counterexamples he presents as are other sensitivity accounts.
I’ve noted that Sosa’s account seems to apply to (E1)—(E3) (in their usual settings), as
well as to (E4), and it should be given credit for being able to explain the appearance of
no-knowledge in the cases of those other insensitive beliefs. But Sosa’s account would
also apply equally well to his own counterexamples. Sosa’s counterexamples involve
insensitive beliefs that do not give the no-knowledge appearance given by our Es. Since
these are insensitive beliefs, Sosa’s explanation — built on (1), (b), and (c) — would apply
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to them as well as to our Es. Sosa’s explanation, then, would lead us to expect the
appearance of no-knowledge also in the case of his counterexamples, but, of course, no
such appearance materializes.

So we should ask Sosa: Why don’t we get that appearance of no-knowledge in the case
of the counterexamples? Ideally, of course, Sosa will refine his explanation so that it will
apply where and only where it should — so that it will explain the appearance of no-
knowledge where and only where it occurs. (Perhaps in the case of his particular form of
indirect sensitivity account, the refinement will consist in an articulation of the circum-
stances under which we’re not likely to confuse sensitivity with safety.) In the meantime,
Sosa can, like me, point out that (2) needn’t be exceptionless to do the explanatory work
to which it’s put, and he can have the same grounds I have for thinking that indirect
sensitivity accounts are on the right track. (Though I won’t presume that he will endorse
that argument that I rest on.)

In short, as far as I can see, Sosa is in the same boat I’'m in with respect to the
exceptions to (2). And I don’t even see that he has any important advantage over direct
sensitivity accounts here — provided that those accounts are sufficiently modest. Suppose
a direct sensitivity theorist uses the phenomena I’ve cited as reasons for thinking that
SCA is on the right track as support for the view that knowledge is roughly true, sensitive
belief (with perhaps some other necessary conditions for knowledge also thrown in, to
taste). Such a theorist may think there is an important property of beliefs, sensitiviry*,
which is necessary for knowledge, and of which the conditionals in terms of which
sensitivity is defined give a good first approximation. Such a modest direct sensitivity
theorist will replace (a) with

(@") Sensitivity approximates a necessary condition for knowledge,

and will take the counterexamples to (a) as illustrating some of the differences between
sensitivity and sensitivity® and as pointing to some of the directions one might take in
refining one’s account of sensitivity®. Statement (a”) provides a foundation for (2), and, as
far as I can see, the modest direct sensitivity theorist should be no more embarrassed by
her need for approximation here than Sosa should be by the fact that he can only claim
that we ofien confound safety with sensitivity, and yet he uses our (fairly general, but not
exceptionless?) tendency to so confound in his account.

Imagine a new character, Immodest Sosa, who gives basically the same account as does
our actual Sosa, but who claims that safety correctly and with ideal precision articulates
the needed necessary condition for knowledge, and who claims that safety is always —
with absolutely no exceptions — confounded with sensitivity, and so predicts that, without
exception, all insensitive beliefs will give an appearance of no-knowledge. Our actual,
more modest, and more sensible, Sosa will think that Immodest Sosa is on the right track
— except for his foolish pretensions to precision. And our actual Sosa, I presume, thinks
that there are good reasons for accepting his modest version of the safety account, despite
the fact that it is not ideally precise. I don’t see why our modest direct sensitivity theorist
isn’t in the same position as Sosa with respect to the counterexamples Sosa presents.

So, it does seem that, with respect to his own counterexamples, Sosa is in the same
boat as me — and also as the direct sensitivity theorist, so long as the direct sensitivity
theorist is sensibly modest.
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I should add that I don’t think this is a reason for Sosa to abandon his theory. The
sensitivity boat is a fine boat to be in. As far as I can see, no non-sensitivity account
even seriously competes with SCA in terms of successfully explaining the relevant
phenomena. But it is to say that Sosa doesn’t have the advantage here he thinks he has
over the other sensitivity accounts. At least, I can’t see why he should be counted as any
less damaged by his own examples than I am — or even than the (appropriately modest)
direct sensitivity theorist is.

5 Safety and the Problem of True/True Subjunctives

So far, I’ve only argued that Sosa’s account doesn’t have the main relative advantage he
thinks it has. Are there any relative disadvantages to his safety account?

As we’ve seen, Sosa proposes safety as a necessary condition for knowledge, where S’s
belief that p is safe iff B(p) — p. In perhaps the most straightforward way to convert
those symbols into (semi-)English, what safety requires is this: that if the subject had
believed that p, p would have been the case. I find such a condition for knowledge very
problematic.

In particular, we are faced here with the problem of “true/true subjunctives.” Consider:
Tom is tall; Tom is a pharmacist; now, true or false:

If Tom had been tall, he would have been a pharmacist?

My main reaction here is that there is something gravely wrong with using the above
conditional: “What are you saying — ‘If Tom had been tall’?! We’ve just been told that
Tom s tall. Didn’t you hear?” The conditional seems to presuppose that Tom isn’t tall,
but it has been stipulated in the example that he is. But what kind of supposition is
this? Is it a truth-condition of the conditional that its antecedent is false? It isn’t clear that
what’s wrong with the conditional here implies that the conditional is false. It also isn’t
clear that the conditional isn’7 false. As far as truth-value goes, nothing is clear here.
All that’s clear is that the conditional is somehow wrong. Generally, in treating such
conditionals, namely subjunctive or counterfactual conditionals that have a true anteced-
ent and a true consequent,” it is recognized that there are no strong intuitions about
truth-value here to answer to. The use of the subjunctive or counterfactual form of
conditional does in some sense presuppose that the antecedent is false, and so, when we
encounter one with a true antecedent, we are overwhelmed by a sense of impropriety;
however, it isn’t clear that the wrongness involved is such as to render the conditional
false.

The most common treatment of true/true subjunctives holds that they are a// true.
This view takes the wrongness we sense to be some form of conversational inappropri-
ateness that does not imply falsehood. This standard view is generally arrived at by
applying a theory of subjunctive conditionals that is taken to be well-motivated by its
handling of other conditionals where there are strong intuitions and accepting that
theory’s results here, in the realm of true/true subjunctives, where the intuitive situation
is considerably more murky. I find that standard view quite attractive, but, partly because
I’ve never seen a convincing case for thinking that wrongness of these conditionals is
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merely one of conversational inappropriateness, I am also attracted to the rival view
that no true/true subjunctives are true. This rival view can claim either that true/true
subjunctives are all false or that they are all neither true nor false. (Or, I suppose, one can
hold that some of them are false, while others lack truth-value, but I don’t see why
someone would hold to such a hybrid view.) What’s essential to the rival view is that no
true/true subjunctives are true.

If either the standard view or the rival account, in either of its forms, of true/true
subjunctives is correct, Sosa’s safety-based account of knowledge is in trouble. For,
presumably, that S believes that p, and that p is true are requirements for S to know
that p. Those requirements are standardly assumed, and Sosa doesn’t indicate that he
is denying them, so I take him to be proposing safety as a necessary condition for
knowledge, to go alongside the standard conditions that p is true and that S believes that
p, and perhaps some other necessary conditions, in his analysis of .S knows that p. We can
then use the standard conditions to narrow our focus to only true beliefs, which means
that in all the important cases — the ones that satisfy the standard conditions by involving
true beliefs — to which we can apply Sosa’s condition of safety, the relevant conditional,
B(p) — p, will be a true/true subjunctive.

Now, suppose that the standard view of true/true subjunctives is correct: all true/true
subjunctives are true. That renders Sosa’s safety condition redundant: every case that
satisfies the standard conditions for knowledge will automatically pass Sosa’s safety test
as well. Safety disastrously fails to eliminate from the realm of the known any case of
true belief.

The rival view of true/true subjunctives is even more fatal for Sosa’s theory. If no
true/true subjunctives are true, then any belief that satisfies the standard requirements
for knowledge will automatically fai/ Sosa’s safety test. Thus, the rival treatment of true/
true subjunctives, together with an account of knowledge which requires safety along
with the standard conditions of truth and belief, will imply that nobody knows anything
— a result Sosa is at great pains to avoid.

What Sosa needs is a third type of treatment of true/true subjunctives — one on
which they’re not all true, and on which they’re not all false. Only then can safety be a
necessary condition for knowledge that’s both independent of and consistent with the
standard conditions for knowledge. And that such a third type of theory might be correct
certainly is not out of the question. Nozick posits, as a fourth condition for knowledge
(in addition to sensitivity and the two standard conditions), a conditional, p — B(p),
which is the reverse of Sosa’s safety conditional, and so faces the same problem of true/
true subjunctives that confronts Sosa.” Nozick presents an argument for thinking that
some true/true subjunctives are true, while others are false.® ’'m certainly not convinced
by Nozick’s case, and I’'m not alone. The standard view (that true/true subjunctives are
all true), I think, is still the standard view. And, for me, the third type of account that
Nozick and Sosa need doesn’t even take second place: in terms of how likely I think it is
that the theories are correct, I’d put this third type of account behind both the “standard”
and the “rival” account. And, of course, even if the third type of account is correct, that
just gives Sosa’s theory of knowledge a chance of being right. It’s important for Sosa, as
it is for Nozick, that some true/true subjunctives are true and others false, but he also
needs the right ones to be true and the right ones to be false; they must divide into true
and false in ways that render the safety account of knowledge sensible.
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Even if, against my better judgment, the third type of account of true/true subjunctives
is correct, I will be quite unable to check the safety account of knowledge against
examples to determine if it is right. For such a task will consist of taking examples where
S has a true belief that p, and then asking of them whether it is also true that if S had
believed that p, p would have been true, and then checking those results against intuitions
about whether S knows that p in the cases. But it’s hopeless, at least for me, to try to
carry out this process. Wherever S does believe that p, and p is true, the conditional
If'S had believed that p, p would have been the case will just strike me as weird and wrong;
there’s just no way that I’ll be able to get stable and discriminating reactions that
might match up with intuitions about whether the subject knows in the various cases:
“Well, here the [true/true subjunctive] conditional seems true, but /ere it seems false.”
Apparently ’'m not alone, given the typical attitude taken toward true/true subjunctives
by students of conditionals. Thus, I find accounts of knowledge like Sosa’s (and Nozick’s)
that put so much weight on true/true subjunctives highly problematic.

6 Other Formulations of Safety

Now, all of the above is based on phrasing the safety conditional, B(p) — p, in . . . had
... would have been . . .” terms: If S had believed that p, p would have been the case. As
I wrote, that strikes me as the most straightforward way to express B( p) — p as a subjunctive
or counterfactual conditional and as the contrapositive of the sensitivity conditional. But
Sosa expresses his safety condition in other ways — ways that don’t induce the “weird and
wrong” reaction in cases where S believes that p and p is true. Sosa writes:

Call a belief by S that p “safe” iff: S would believe that p only if it were so that p.
(Alternatively, a belief by S that p is “safe” iff: S would not believe that p without it being
the case that p; or, better, iff: as a matter of fact, though perhaps not as a matter of strict
necessity, not easily would S believe that p without it being the case that p.) (HDOM, 142)

So while I’ve been formulating safety as
(S1) If S had believed that p, p would have been the case,
Sosa suggests these formulations:
(S2) S would believe that p only if it were so that p
(S3) S would not believe that p without it being the case that p
(S4) As a matter of fact, though perhaps not as a matter of strict necessity,

not easily would S believe that p without it being the case that .

Suppose Tom correctly believes that I ate breakfast this morning. When I try to evaluate
for truth the conditional,

(T1) If Tom had believed that I ate breakfast this morning, I would have eaten
breakfast this morning,
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(or: If Tom had believed that I ate breakfast this morning, it would have been the case that
I ate breakfast this morning), 1 just find it weird and wrong, and there’s no hope that
in some ways of further specifying the example I’ll find the conditional true, while where
the details of the case are specified in other ways, I’ll find the conditional false. Things
are quite different with:

('T2) Tom would believe that I ate breakfast this morning only if it were so that
I ate breakfast this morning,

('T3) Tom would not believe that I ate breakfast this morning without it being the
case that I ate breakfast this morning,

and

(T4) As a matter of fact, though perhaps not as a matter of strict necessity, not
easily would Tom believe that I ate breakfast this morning without it being
the case that I ate breakfast this morning.

Here there s hope for discriminating reactions. For each of (T2)—(T4), as opposed to
(T1), there are some ways of filling in the case (keeping constant that I did in fact eat
breakfast and that Tom believes that I did) such that the conditional will seem true,
and other ways which will make the conditional seem false. What’s more, at least when
we check fairly obvious cases of knowledge and fairly obvious cases of no-knowledge,
the initial results of the safety account of knowledge, where safety is understood here
in terms of (T2)—(T4), as opposed to (T1), seem promising. Sentences (T2)—(T4) do
seem true in the obvious cases that first come to mind when we try to imagine a case
where Tom seems clearly to know that I ate breakfast. For example, suppose that Tom
himself observed me eating breakfast, he was sure it was me, etc. And things indeed
are different in the obvious cases of no-knowledge (despite the presence of true belief)
that first come to mind. Suppose, for example, that Lying Larry told Tom 20 things
this afternoon, including that I ate breakfast this morning. Tom believed everything
Larry told him and has no basis for thinking I ate breakfast other than that Larry told
him so. Though Larry thought everything he was telling Tom was false, in fact only 19
of the 20 things Larry told Tom were false, with my having eaten breakfast being the
only truth in the bunch. Here Tom seems not to know that I ate breakfast, and (T2)—
(T4) seem false.

So where safety is construed in one of the alternative (S2)—(S4) ways, then, a safety
account of knowledge seems promising. However, where safety is so construed, I think
its claim to being B(p) — p, and to being the contrapositive of sensitivity is jeopardized.
Much here depends on some very fine points about conditionals, but the sensitivity
condition is:

If p had not been the case, S would not have believed that p,
and it seems that it’s (S1), and not any of (S2)—(S4), that is the contrapositive of

that. And as we’ve seen, it is essential to Sosa’s account of why it seems that we don’t
know that skeptical hypotheses are false that safety is the contrapositive of sensitivity.
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Sentences (S2) and (S3) would be better candidates for being the contrapositive of the
sensitivity conditional if (S2)’s “would believe” and (S3)’s “would not believe” were
changed to “would have believed” and “would not have believed”, respectively — and
perhaps if (S2)’s “only if it were so” were changed to “only if it had been so” and (S3)’s
“without it being the case” were changed to “without it having been the case.” But once
those quite significant changes are made, the new versions of (S2) and (S3) would have
the same problem that (S1) has in being applied to cases where p is the case and S
has a true belief that p. Sentence (S4) is so different from the obvious way of contrapos-
ing the sensitivity conditional that its claim to being that contrapositive is extremely
tenuous.

7 Safety and Strength of Epistemic Position

As Sosa notes (HDOM, 144), my own solution (in SSP) to the skeptical problem
emerges from the interplay of two quite different ways of evaluating beliefs. First, there’s
the issue of whether the belief is sensitive or not. Second, there’s the matter of how
strong an epistemic position the subject is in with respect to the thing believed. Sosa
presents his safety condition as something of a substitute for sensitivity — something that
can be easily confused with sensitivity, but which does a better job in a theory or picture
of knowledge. But when I compare the picture of knowledge that informs Sosa’s treat-
ment with my own, it strikes me that the really interesting comparison is between Sosa’s
safety condition, as least in its (S2)—(S4) formulations, and especially in the case of (S4),
with my notion of strength of epistemic position.

Sosa’s gloss on my notion of strength of epistemic position is good for our current
purpose:

One’s epistemic position with respect to P is stronger the more remote are the least remote
possibilities wherein one’s belief as to whether p does not match the fact of the matter.
(HDOM, 144)

Compare that with the (S4) version of Sosa’s notion of safety:

(S4) As a matter of fact, though perhaps not as a matter of strict necessity, not
easily would S believe that p without it being the case that p.

(S4)-safety seems to be a matter of degree, its formulation prompting the question,
“how easily?” — or more precisely (though much less grammatically): “how not easily?”
And the matter of how (S4)-safe is one’s belief seems very close to the issue of how
strong an epistemic position one is in with respect to p. Strength of epistemic position is
also a matter of how easily S could have gone wrong with respect to p, this being
measured by how remote are the least remote possibilities in which one does go wrong.
Applying the same way of measuring “ease” to (S4), yields:

One’s belief that p is safer the more remote are the least remote possibilities wherein
one believes that p without it being the case that p.
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Sosa himself gives such a treatment of his safety in the last sentence of this passage:

Here is the striking result: if we opt for safety as the right requirement then a Moorean
stance is defensible, and we avoid skepticism. That is to say, one does satisfy the require-
ment that one’s belief of not-H be safe: after all, not easily would one believe that not-H
(which is not to say that not possibly could one believe that without it being true). In the
actual world, and for quite a distance away from the actual world, up to quite remote
possible worlds, our belief that we are not radically deceived matches the fact as to whether
we are or are not radically deceived. (HDOM, 146—7)

So (S4)-safety and strength of epistemic position are very similar notions. The main
difference is that (S4)-safety, if I’'m understanding it correctly, is troubled only by
worlds (especially very nearby worlds) in which one believes that p but p is not the case
(ways in which S would easily believe that p without it being the case that p), while
strength is disturbed both by that and by the presence of worlds (especially very nearby
worlds) in which p is true but S disbelieves it. Which notion is more appropriate to an
account of knowledge is a very difficult matter, which I won’t go into here — though, of
course, my preference is for the notion of strength. (Well, let me quickly mention one
relative advantage of strength: its application to beliefs in necessary truths. We can, of
course, believe but fail to know necessary truths. The problem for safety here is that
there can be no nearby worlds in which we believe a necessary truth, but in which it isn’t
true, since, being necessary, there are no worlds in which it isn’t true. Thus, there can be
no worlds to disturb the safety of a belief in a necessary truth. But the strength of such a
belief can be upset by the presence of nearby (in the relevant way) worlds in which one
disbelieves the necessary truth in question.)

If Pm right that these two notions are quite close, then the picture of knowledge that
informs Sosa’s treatment of skepticism is very close to my own, for Sosa’s rough account
of knowledge is that of safe enough true belief, while mine is that of strong enough true
belief. (Here, I ease exposition by simply referring to beliefs themselves as “strong,” by
which I mean that the believer is in a strong epistemic position with respect to the
proposition that is the object of the belief.) This may be obscured by Sosa’s grouping me
together with direct sensitivity theorists. Unlike those direct theorists, I do not picture
knowledge as being anything like sensitive true belief. Knowledge for me is (roughly)
strong enough true belief, where this notion of strength seems to be quite close to Sosa’s
notion of safety, at least as Sosa sometimes formulates it. It is one of my main tasks, as
an indirect sensitivity theorist, as it is one of Sosa’s, to explain why insensitive beliefs so
often give the appearance of no-knowledge, even though sensitivity is no part of the concept
of knowledge, and even when the beliefs are quite strong. Correctly viewed, I’'m no more
a sensitivity theorist than is Sosa — and am no more damaged by his counterexamples
than he is. We both appeal to certain beliefs’ insensitivity to explain why they give an
appearance of no-knowledge, but we both do so in an indirect way: Neither of us pictures
knowledge as being anything like sensitive true belief, so we both must explain why
insensitive beliefs so often seem not to be knowledge even when they have what we claim
is the real knowledge-making property (safety, strength) to a high degree. As it turns out,
while Sosa and I end up with strikingly similar pictures of knowledge, the explanations
we give for why insensitive beliefs give the appearance of no-knowledge are very different.
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So, Sosa and I are operating with very similar pictures of knowledge — knowledge as
(at least roughly) safe/strong enough true belief. I take this picture in a contextualist
direction: for me, the matter of how safe/strong a belief must be for it to constitute
knowledge is a context-sensitive matter. In some conversational contexts, “S knows that
p” can be true only if S is in a very strong epistemic position with respect to p, while in
other contexts, S need only be in a moderately strong epistemic position with respect to
p for the same knowledge-attributing sentence to be true of her. Sosa is no doubt quite
sympathetic to taking our picture of knowledge in such a contextualist direction, since he
is not opposed to epistemic contextualism per se — and in fact seems to accept it. But
he does seem skeptical about the usefulness of contextualism in addressing traditional
epistemological concerns — and, in particular, in providing a solution to the problem of
philosophical skepticism.” Here, our disagreement is sharp. I believe that a contextualist
version of the picture of knowledge under consideration can provide a powerful explana-
tion of why insensitive beliefs can so often give an appearance of no-knowledge, even
when they are quite strong, and can thereby provide a powerful solution to the particular
skeptical paradox that both Sosa and I wrestle with, and I take its ability to provide
this solution to be a strong reason — though certainly not the only reason — for accepting
contextualism.

This is not the place to explain my account of why insensitive beliefs typically seem
not to be knowledge. (See SSP, esp. 35—8.) But once one is operating with a picture of
knowledge as (S4)-safe/strong enough true belief, and is inclined to take this picture in
a contextualist direction, the materials required by my account seem all in place, and the
account I give becomes almost irresistible — at least to me. So, given the problems with
the safety account that I outlined above in sections 5—6, and given that the counterexamples
Sosa uses against my account seem to give no advantage to his own indirect sensitivity
account over my indirect sensitivity account, as I argued in section 4, I'm inclined to
stick to my own account, and not accept Sosa’s safety theory — at least in its current form.
Of course, there’s plenty of room for Sosa’s safety theory to be developed in various
different ways, and there’s no telling at this point how successful those developments
will be.

Sosa, I suspect, will weigh up the relative advantages and disadvantages quite dif-
ferently. I will close by discussing two closely related issues that Sosa discusses and that
bear on this weighing — the attractiveness of contextualist solutions to skepticism, and the
question of just how “intuitively correct” it is that we don’t know that skeptical hypotheses
are false.

8 Contextualist Solutions to Skepticism

Sosa and I, along with many other current epistemologists, spend much time and energy
addressing a particular form of skeptical argument, which I have called the “Argument
from Ignorance” (AI). Where “O” is a proposition about the external world that one
would ordinarily think one knows (e.g., I have hands) and “H” is a suitably chosen
skeptical hypothesis (e.g., I am a bodiless brain in a vat who has been electrochemically
stimulated to have those sensory experiences I’ve had, henceforth a “BIV”), Al in its
simplest form, proceeds as follows:
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1. I don’t know that not-H.
2. If T don’t know that not-H, then I don’t know that O.
So, C. I don’t know that O."

AT’s premises are both highly plausible — though more on this in section 9, below. The
negation of its conclusion, however, is also highly plausible. Al thus presents us with
a puzzle: (1), (2), and (not-C) (I do know that O) each seems individually plausible, but
they can’t all be true. The most attractive straightforward (non-contextualist) options for
dealing with this puzzle are (following Sosa’s succinct formulation):'!

Skeptic: 1,2, C
Nozick et al.: 1, ~C, ~2
Moore: 2, ~C, ~1 (HDOM, 144)

Sosa is a straightforward Moorean, taking the third option above. As a Moorean, he takes
his counterintuitive (but see section 9, below) stand on the issue of (1), claiming, with
Moore," that we do indeed know that (not-H). As I’ve urged (see SSP, esp. 3, 42), to
successfully follow this path the Moorean must explain why (1) seems true — why it seems
that we don’t know that (not-H). Sosa accepts this requirement (see HDOM, esp. 147),
and seeks to meet it in the way outlined above in section 3 and critiqued in sections 4—6.

I endorse a non-straightforward, contextualist solution to the puzzle: I accept a
contextualist theory of knowledge attributions;” I accept that at some very unusually
high standards for knowledge (which we’ll here call the “absolute” standards) we don’t
count as knowing that we have hands; I claim that we do know that we have hands
according to the much lower standards for knowledge that typically govern most of
our ordinary conversations; and I seek to explain the persuasiveness of the skeptic’s
argument, at least in part, by claiming that the presentation of the skeptic’s argument has
at least some tendency to put into play the very “absolute” standards at which we don’t
count as knowing that we have hands.

Sosa, who is happy enough with contextualist theory of knowledge attributions, in
various ways wants a more stridently anti-skeptical solution to our puzzle than contextualist
solutions provide. And the contextualist solution is indeed more conciliatory to skepticism
than is the straightforward Moorean position — and in the end may be too concessive for
Sosa’s tastes. But I will here address one of Sosa’s worries in a way that may make the
contextualist solution a bit more palatable.

Sosa’s most extreme worry is that the contextualist solution is simply irrelevant
to traditional epistemological reflection on skepticism. Sosa does not claim that it is
irrelevant, but is led to wonder what the relevance is (S&C, 3—4). He compares

(al) People often utter truths when they say “Somebody loves me.”
(a2) Does anybody love me?

with

(cl) People often utter truths when they say “I know there are hands.”
(c2) Do people ever know that there are hands?
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adding: “c2 is presented as a question we might pose in philosophical reflection, in a
philosophy journal or conference.” A distraught person led to ask (a2) is hoping to be
reassured by the answer that indeed somebody does love them; (al) miserably fails to
provide the needed comfort. In philosophical reflection on skepticism, in philosophy
journals, and in philosophy conferences, many have been moved to ask (c2). Why is (cl)
any more relevant to (c2), asked in a philosophical setting, than (al) is to (a2)?

Let’s assume that philosophical discussions of skepticism are invariably governed by
the “absolute” standards according to which nobody knows that there are hands. That’s
a highly debatable assumption, but it helps to make the question of relevance more
pointed. Under that assumption, when (c2) is asked in philosophical discussion of
skepticism, the truthful answer to it, according to contextualist solutions to skepticism,
is the distressing “no.” Why is (c1) any comfort here — any more than (al) is in the
distressing situation in which the answer to (a2) is the distressing “no”?

The important difference between (al)/(a2) and (cl)/(c2) is that the relevant
“context-sensitivity” in (al)/(a2) — that “me” refers on each occasion of use to the
speaker, and so refers to different people as it is spoken by different people — is clear to
all, and so nobody is likely to be misled into thinking that (al) implies that the answer to
(a2) is positive. By contrast, if the contextualist treatment of skepticism is correct, it is
only controversially so, and it is far from being clear to all. Under contextualist analysis,
the skeptic raises the standards for knowledge, and our sensitivity to her standards-
raising maneuvers inclines us at least some extent to give negative answers to questions
about whether there is knowledge in various cases. At the same time, however, we are
sensitive to the fact that it’s usually correct to say that people do know all sorts of things
—1i.e., we realize that (cl). Not realizing that those usual affirmations are compatible with
skeptical denials of knowledge, we get confused.

So far, that sounds quite skeptical. The correct answer to (c2), as we’ve been asking it
in philosophical discussions of skepticism, is “no,” and our tendency to think otherwise
is based on a confusion — the confusion of thinking that (c1) implies that (c2) should
receive a positive answer. But the confusion goes both ways. Not only does (c1) lead us
into thinking that (c2) should be answered positively, but we can also easily be misled
into thinking that a negative answer to (c2) implies (cl) is false. That, I think, is a large
part of why a negative answer to (c2) can seem so menacing and so important. At least
much of the sting of skepticism comes from the thought that we’ve been wrong all along
in thinking and saying that we “know” various things. If it turns out that almost all
our thoughts and assertions to the effect that we “know” various things — including very
serious thoughts and assertions made in very serious settings where appropriately high
standards (but not yet philosophical, absolute standards) for knowledge hold sway — are
really correct, skepticism loses most of its sting, at least for me. Therein lies the comfort
of the contextualist response.

Is that sufficient comfort? How much skeptical distress remains behind? That, it
seems, depends on how important it is that we know according to “absolute” standards.
If one thinks that is all-important, one will find almost no comfort in the contextualist
solution. But for my part, once the skeptical strategy is seen to have no tendency to show
that any of my claims to know — except those very rare ones made in settings governed by
“absolute” standards — are in any way wrong, and once I start to get a clear look at what
it would take to “know” according to the skeptic’s absolute standards, I find the distress
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caused by my failure to meet those standards to be minimal at best — perhaps to be
compared with the “distress” produced by the realization that ’'m not omnipotent.

Sentence (c1) does not tell us how (c2), interpreted according to absolute standards,
should be answered — any more than (al) tells one how to answer (a2). If traditional
epistemological reflection on skepticism concerned only how to answer (c2), interpreted
absolutely, the contribution of the contextualist solution to that project would be to tell
us that the skeptic’s answer to tke question of traditional inquiry about skepticism is the
right one. Any tendency we might have to reject the skeptic’s answer that’s based on
facts like (cl) is misguided, according to the contextualist’s solution. The contextualist
solution might also, in that case, lead us to believe that traditional inquiry into skepticism
has not been concerned with a very important question. But insofar as philosophical
inquiry into skepticism concerns, not just the question of how (c2), interpreted absolutely,
should be answered, but also concerns the importance of that question, so interpreted;
insofar as it addresses the relation between philosophical skepticism and ordinary thought
about knowledge; and especially insofar as philosophical inquiry into skepticism seeks to
address the truly menacing thought that (c1) might not be correct after all, the contextualist
solution has a lot to offer, and is far from irrelevant.

9 Intuitive Complexity: Do We Know that
We’re Not Brains in Vats?

Finally, I will close by agreeing with Sosa on an important point, and briefly exploring
the implications of that point.

Though I’'m not a “straightforward Moorean” like Sosa, I am, like most who advocate
contextualist solutions to skepticism, a “contextualist Moorean”: I believe that according
to ordinary, everyday standards of knowledge, we do know that we’re not BIVs."* As a
Moorean, I, like Sosa, have to explain why it can seem that we don’t know that the
skeptical hypothesis is false. (In short, my answer is that the unusually high standards at
which one doesn’t know that the hypothesis is false are the very standards that tend to
get put into play when the skeptical hypothesis is brought up. But for more of the story,
see SSP.) So, in SSP and now in earlier sections of this chapter, I claim that premise
(1) of Al is plausible, and focus much effort on explaining why it is so plausible. Sosa
insightfully responds:

Consider, moreover, the need to explain how the skeptic’s premise — that one does not know
oneself not to be radically misled, etc. — is as plausible as it is. That requirement must be
balanced by an equally relevant and stringent requirement: namely, that one explain how
that premise is as implausible as it is. To many of us it just does not seem so uniformly
plausible that one cannot be said correctly to know that one is not at this very moment being
fed experiences while envatted. So the explanatory requirement is in fact rather more
complex than might seem at first. And given the distribution of intuitions here, the
contextualist and the Nozickean, et al., still owe us an explanation. (HDOM, 147)

Though I’ve found the distribution of intuitions a bit more tilted toward the skeptic-
friendly verdict that we don’t know we’re not BIVs than Sosa’s experience leads him to
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believe,” I certainly agree that the intuitive situation is complex, and, in fact, am myself
among those to whom it is not “uniformly plausible” that we don’t know that we’re not
BIVs. Since I first encountered philosophical skepticism in the form of Al I personally
have been fairly strongly inclined to think that I 4o know the various skeptical hypotheses
to be false. Nevertheless, I at the same time felt the appeal of the skeptic’s claim that we
don’t know this, and have found that most others feel this appeal more strongly than I
do. Upon questioning, I find that almost everyone feels a conflict of intuitive forces
pulling them in different directions on the question of whether they do or don’t know
this about themselves. My focus has been on explaining that strong pull here in the
skeptic’s favor.

But Sosa asks a very fair — and widely neglected — question: What about the opposing
intuitive pull against the skeptic?

According to Sosa, one’s belief that one is not a BIV is a safe, but not a sensitive belief.
Our concept of knowledge, on Sosa’s account, is (roughly) that of safe true belief, but
we easily confuse safety with sensitivity. Thus, because the belief in question is safe, it
will strike us, at least to some extent, as being a case of knowledge, but because it is
insensitive, it will, at least to some extent, strike us as not being a case of knowledge.

How might the contextualist meet the challenge Sosa registers at the end of the above
extract? Here, I’ll speak only for myself. I think two aspects of my account that it has in
common with Sosa’s account provide a good start toward meeting this challenge. First,
according to my solution, we are in a very strong epistemic position with respect to I am
not a BIV'® — which is quite close to Sosa’s claim that this belief is “quite safe” (HDOM,
142). Second, knowledge is, on my account, (roughly) strong enough true belief. These
together make our tendency to think that we do know that we’re not BIVs quite
unsurprising: on my account, as on Sosa’s account, one’s belief that one is not a BIV has
a lot of that property that’s needed to convert true belief into knowledge. Indeed, that
one is not a BIV is one of the things we know best — though it’s peculiarly difficult to
truthfully say that we know it. In light of all this, it’s the reverse of surprising that we
have a tendency to think we do know it, and that we’re quite conflicted about the issue.

Notes

1 “How to Defeat Opposition to Moore,” Philosophical Perspectives 13 (1999): 141-53 (cited as
HDOM); and “Skepticism and Contextualism,” Philosophical Issues 10 (2000): 1-18 (cited as
S&C).

2 Thold that, according to ordinary standards for knowledge, one does know each of the above.
The reason it can seem otherwise is that the extraordinary high standards at which one
doesn’t know them are precisely the standards that tend to be put into play when those items
are brought up.

3 Philosophical Review 104 (1995): 1-52; reprinted in K. DeRose and T. Warfield, eds., Skepticism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), and in E. Sosa and J. Kim, eds., Epistemology:
An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000).

4 T discuss a counterexample much like Sosa’s first in my SSP, pp. 22-3. As Sosa points out,
this sort of case is presented by Jonathan Vogel in “Tracking, Closure, and Inductive
Knowledge,” in S. Luper-Foy, ed., The Possibility of Knowledge (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1987).
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At least this is typically so. I assume Sosa would agree that there could be weird circum-
stances in which one doesn’t know one is not a BIV. Of course, two such weird situations are:
(1) where one actually is a BIV, and (2) where one is convinced that one is a BIV. But it
wouldn’t be hard to construct weird situations in which someone isn’t a BIV, believes she
isn’t a BIV, but about which even “Mooreans” would want to say she doesn’t know she’s not
a BIV. Consider, for example, a subject who firmly believed she was a BIV until just a few
minutes ago, when Lying Larry told her 20 different things, all of which the subject believed
purely on Larry’s say-so, where one of the 20 was the truth that the subject is not a BIV, and
the other 19 things were all falsehoods.

True/false subjunctives — subjunctive conditionals with a true antecedent and a false consequent
— also have the problem of having a true antecedent, and thus also seem somehow wrong.
Many people, though, do have a (fairly strong) intuition as to the truth-value of true/false
subjunctives, intuiting that they are false.

In his “Postscript” to “Proper Functionalism and Virtue Epistemology” (in J. Kvanvig, ed.,
Warrant and Contemporary Epistemology, Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996;
pp- 271-80), Sosa proposes an account of knowledge that takes both B(p) — p (Sosa’s safety
condition) and p — B(p) (Nozick’s fourth condition) to be requirements for knowledge.

See Nozick, Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981),
pp- 176, 680—1 (= Skepticism, pp. 162, 175—6 = Epistemology, pp. 81, 95-6).

Sosa opens “Skepticism and Contextualism” with these words:

Contextualism has gained center stage in epistemology mainly through its way with the skeptic,
from the early days of “relevant alternatives” to important recent publications. While myself
accepting elements of contextualism, I will detail reservations about its use in epistemology, and
in particular about its use to dispose of skepticism. (S&C, 1)

Sosa writes above that he accepts “elements” of contextualism. What of it does he accept?
A bit later in S&C, we find:

The main thesis of epistemic contextualism (EC) has considerable plausibility as a thesis in
linguistics or in philosophy of language. In applying it to epistemology, however, it is possible to
overreach, or so I am here arguing. (S&C, 3)

I think, then, that what Sosa accepts is what, in the second passage above, he says has
“considerable plausibility”: the main contextualist thesis. In that case, it was a bit misleading
to describe himself as accepting “elements” of contextualism. He accepts contextualism, not
just elements of it, if ’'m understanding him correctly. What he doesn’t accept is (at least
many of) the applications of contextualism to epistemological problems — and particularly its
alleged solution to skepticism.

In earlier work, Sosa had a brighter view of the prospects of applying contextualism to the
problem of skepticism; see especially his paper, “Knowledge in Context, Skepticism in Doubt,”
Philosophical Perspectives 2 (1988): 139-55.

See SSP, 1, and HDOM, 143.

These are the most attractive straightforward options, because they take the intuitively correct
stand on two of the three matters at issue, and taking the intuitively correct stand on all three
questions — (1), (2), (~C) — suffers from the serious defect of being inconsistent. Of course,
there are other possible, though less attractive, straightforward options on which one takes the
intuitively correct position on only one of the three issues, and there’s even the very unattractive
option of (perhaps incoherently) violating intuitions on all three issues: (~1), (~2), (C).

As I note in SSP (p. 41, fn. 37), Moore himself responded in this way — by denying the
skeptic’s first premise — to the dream argument — the version of Al that utilizes the hypothesis
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that one is dreaming as its H. I think it is very far from certain that Moore would have
responded in a similar way to versions of Al that utilize other (especially more radical)
skeptical hypotheses. Still, needing a label, we call all deniers of AIs first premise “Mooreans.”
For an explanation of such theories, see my “Contextualism and Knowledge Attributions,”
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 52 (1992): 913-29; and my “Contextualism: An
Explanation and Defense,” in J. Greco and E. Sosa, eds., The Blackwell Guide to Epistemology
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), pp. 187-205.

For more on “straightforward” vs. “contextualist” Mooreanism, see my “How Can We Know
that We’re Not Brains in Vats?,” esp. section 6 (“A Nonheroic Alternative: A Moorean
Contextualist Account”): 133—6. Stewart Cohen, David Lewis, and Gail Stine all seem, like
me, to be contextualist Mooreans. Mark Heller advocates a different contextualist solution — a
contextualist Nozickean solution (this category of solution, as compared with contextualist
Mooreanism, is explained in “How Can We Know that We’re Not Brains in Vats?”| cited just
above).

In a footnote attached to the above quotation, Sosa reports:

Informal polling of my classes has revealed (of course defeasibly) that those who find [the skeptic’s
first premise] false outnumber those who find it true, and quite a few prefer to suspend judgment.
At every stage people spread out in some such pattern of three-way agreement-failure.

I recently took a poll in a class of over 70 introductory philosophy students, with very
different results. My question was whether or not each student, in her or his own opinion,
knew that she or he was not a BIV. The preparation was explaining the BIV hypothesis
in some detail, while refraining from using terms of epistemic appraisal in my description of
the hypothesis. (So, for instance, I was careful not to say anything like, “So, if you are such a
BIV, you can’t tell that you are,” since I take “can’t tell” to be a question-begging negative
assessment of any belief one might have to the effect that one is not a BIV.) The question was
put to the students before Al was even presented, so I had not indicated that a negative
answer might jeopardize their knowledge of various Os — though, no doubt, many students
were worrying about that on their own. I asked for a show of hands, first asking those who
thought that they did not know they weren’t BIVs to raise their hands. A clear majority —
about two-thirds of the class, it seemed, though I didn’t count — of the hands went up. So
most of these students agreed with the skeptic on this issue. When I asked who thought they
did know they weren’t BIVs, only three hands went up. So, as Sosa reports often happens,
a sizable portion of the class didn’t vote. Still, these are very different results from what Sosa
reports —and from what ’ve found in the past. As best I can tell, the main difference between
how I presented the question at this class and how I usually present it is that I explained the
BIV hypothesis in more detail than I usually do.

On my account, we’re not only well enough positioned with respect to /’m not a BIV to meet
ordinary standards for knowledge, but also to meet even most of the extraordinarily high
standards that are sometimes in play — though not well enough positioned to meet the
skeptic’s absolute standards, of course. In SSP, I'm quite explicit about our being in as strong
an epistemic position with respect to I'm not a BIV as we’re in with respect to [ have hands.
Of course, this surprising comparative fact can be due either to our being in a surprisingly
weak position with respect to the latter (as the skeptic would have it), or to our being in a
surprisingly strong position with respect to the former. The surprise, on my account, is how
well positioned we are with respect to our not being BIVs. This verdict is defended by means
of an account of why it can seem that our knowledge that we’re not BIVs is shaky at best. For
more on this, and on the importance of defending /'m not a BIV as being something we’re
in a very strong epistemic position with respect to, see again my “How Can We Know that
We’re Not Brains in Vats?”
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Foundational Justification

RICHARD FELDMAN

1 Introduction

Two theses characterize foundationalism. One is that there are beliefs or propositions
whose justification does not depend on other beliefs. Beliefs or propositions that have
this status are said to be basic or foundationally justified. The second foundationalist
thesis is that everything that is non-foundationally justified has that status in virtue of its
relation to things that are foundationally justified. A third thesis characterizes what is
plausibly described as classical foundationalism. This is the idea that internal (or mental)
factors determine which beliefs are justified. In particular, external factors such as con-
tingent reliability or causal connectedness are not among the conditions for justification,
unless they are implied by the internal factors.

For foundationalists to have a reasonably well-developed theory they must deal with at
least three issues in a suitable way. First, there should be an account of which beliefs
actually have foundational justification. Second, given that foundationally justified beliefs
are not justified in virtue of their relations to other beliefs, there should be some account
of what it is that does make them justified. And, third, if skepticism is to be avoided,
there should be some account of how the foundationally justified beliefs actually manage
to justify a significant body of beliefs about the world.

Familiar versions of classical foundationalism hold that propositions or beliefs about
one’s own current mental states are foundationally justified. Among the reasons offered
for holding them to be foundationally justified are the claims that we are infallible with
respect to such matters or that these states are “self-presenting.” Foundationalists who
limit what is basic to these mental states are faced with a difficult problem when they
attempt to explain how beliefs about the external world are justified on their basis. In
several recent publications Ernest Sosa has raised, in a characteristically insightful way, a
challenge for such versions of classical foundationalism." In this chapter I will examine
Sosa’s arguments and attempt to defend a version of classical foundationalism from his
criticism.
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2 A Problem for Classical Foundationalism

Initial formulation of the theory

Classical foundationalists have thought that there are certain qualities of experiences that
are in some sense directly present to consciousness. For example, if a person has an
experience of a large expanse of redness in her visual field against a sharply contrasting
background, then she can know “directly” that she is having such an experience of redness.
That she is having such an experience is a paradigmatic example of foundational justifica-
tion. From this she can infer that there is something red before her. The traditional
foundationalist picture has it that all knowledge is ultimately based on this sort of direct
knowledge.

Sosa begins his discussion of this topic by quoting from Leibniz and Russell, both of
whom explain foundational justification in terms of awareness. The quotation from
Russell will suffice for present purposes:

We shall say that we have acquaintance with anything of which we are directly aware,
without the intermediary of any process of inference or any knowledge of truths.’

This quotation suggests a principle of foundational justification concerning things of
which we are directly aware. To formulate any such principle clearly, it will be helpful to
make some preliminary distinctions among the potential objects of direct awareness and
also among the things that are potential subjects of foundational justification.

One might say that we are directly aware of certain experiences. Alternatively, one
might say that we are directly aware of certain properties of experiences. One might also
say that we are directly aware of facts about experiences and their properties. Thus, in
the example in which the person is presented with a large expanse of redness, one might
say that the person is aware of (i) the experience of redness; (ii) the experiential quality,
redness; (ii1) the fact that she has an experience of redness. It may be that the view can be
developed in terms of any one of these options, but which choice is made will affect
exactly how the view is formulated. For present purposes, the discussion can most easily
proceed in terms of awareness of properties.

There is a clear difference between a person merely being justified in believing a
certain proposition and the person believing that proposition justifiably. The former
requires only something such as sufficiently good reasons for belief or an available
reliable method that would lead to that belief. The person need not actually have formed
the belief. The latter requires that the belief actually be formed, either on the basis of
those reasons or as a result of that method. We can refer to the former sort of justification
as propositional justification and to the latter as doxastic justification. We can use sentences
of the form “S is justified in believing p” to report propositional justification and
sentences of the form “S justifiably believes p” and “S’s belief that p is justified” to
report doxastic justification. At several points later in this chapter this distinction will be
important.

An initial statement of a foundationalist principle about propositional justification
suggested by Russell’s remark is:
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(PJ1) If a person is aware of experiential property F (i.e., has an experience of
F-ness), then the person is foundationally justified in believing that he is
having an experience with quality F.

Given the terminology adopted here, this principle says that when a person has an
experience of a certain sort, the person is justified in believing the corresponding pro-
position saying that she is having an experience of that sort. This holds whether or not
the person actually believes the proposition. We can easily devise a principle about
doxastic justification that corresponds to (PJ1):

(DJ1) If a person is aware of experiential property F (i.e., has an experience of F-
ness), and believes that he is having an experience with property F, then that
belief is foundationally justified.

The difference between (PJ1) and (DJ1) will matter later.

Principles such as (PJ1) and (D]J1) should help foundationalists answer the questions
for foundationalism that were mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. In answer to
the first question, these principles say that the foundationally justified beliefs are the
ones about directly experienced properties of experience. And, in response to the second
question, these principles suggest that it is our awareness of these properties that explains
why we are justified in believing them to be present.

An ambiguity
Sosa contends that there is a crucial ambiguity in principles such as (PJ1). He writes:

One’s consciousness contains experiences that go unnoticed; unnoticed altogether, or at
least unnoticed as experiences with an intrinsic experiential character that they nevertheless
do have. Just as one automatically jumps one’s jumps, smiles one’s smiles, and dances one’s
dances, however, so one experiences one’s experiences. And since experiencing is a form of
awareness, one is so aware even of experiences that escape one’s notice and of which one is
hence unaware. (PA, 4-5)

He goes on to distinguish two kinds of awareness. One he calls “noticing awareness” or
“intellectual awareness.” The other is mere “experiential awareness.” The experiences
that escape one’s notice are experiences of which one is experientially aware but not
noticingly aware. He asks:

Which kind of awareness do [foundationalists] intend: (a) noticing, intellectual awareness,
whereby one occurrently believes or judges the thing noticed to be present, as characterized
a certain way; or (b) experiential awareness, whereby one is “aware” directly of an experi-
ence of a certain specific sort simply in virtue of undergoing it? . . . That distinction . . . is
important as follows. From the fact that one is e-aware of something it does not follow that
one is n-aware of it. (PA, 5)

And then immediately after this he adds that
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To notice a fact about one’s experience at a given time is to believe correctly that it is so, but
just a guess will not suffice: it is required that the correct belief be also at a minimum
justified, or reasonable, or epistemically appropriate, or some such. (PA, 5)

Given this ambiguity in the notion of awareness, there is a potential ambiguity in
principles such as (PJ1). It could mean either of the following:

(PJ1e) If a person is experientially-aware of experiential property I¥, then the person
1s foundationally justified in believing that he is having an experience with
property F.

(PJ1n) Ifa person is noticingly-aware of experiential property F, then the person is
foundationally justified in believing that he is having an experience with
property F.

Roughly, Sosa thinks that (PJle) is false and that (PJ1n) provides no explanation of the
non-epistemic conditions in which a belief is foundationally justified. But some refinement
of (PJ1n) will help make this point clearer.

To see the problem with (PJ1n), notice that it says in its antecedent that a person is
n-aware of a property. But given what Sosa has said about n-awareness, n-awareness is
best construed as a propositional attitude. Although one might be e-aware of properties
(or experiences), n-awareness amounts to justified true beliefs about those properties.
A Dbetter statement of the idea behind (PJ1In) is thus something like this:

(PJ2n) If a person is noticingly-aware of the fact that he is having an experience
with experiential property F, then the person is foundationally justified in
believing that he is having an experience with property F.

Given what Sosa has told us n-awareness is, this amounts to:

(PJ3n) Ifaperson is having an experience with experiential property F, and the person
believes that he is having an experience with property I, and he is justified
in that belief, then the person is foundationally justified in believing that he
1s having an experience with property F.

Principle (PJ3n) obviously does not provide a suitable explanation of w/hy beliefs about
experienced qualities are justified. Its antecedent just says, in part, that the belief is
justified. It does not provide non-epistemic sufficient conditions under which the belief
is justified.’® It is clear that noticing awareness cannot provide foundationalists with any
helpful explanation of why beliefs are foundationally justified, since it builds into its
antecedent the fact that they are justified.

Sosa uses the “Problem of the Speckled Hen” to illustrate why classical foundationalists
cannot successfully appeal to experiencing awareness, as in (PJle), in explaining founda-
tional justification. He writes:

Much in the intricate character of our experience can, again, escape our notice, and can even
be mischaracterized, as when one takes oneself to be able to tell at a glance than an image has
ten speckles although in actual fact is has eleven rather than ten. If the classical foundationalist
wishes to have a theory and not just a promissory note, he needs to tell us which sorts of
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features of our states of consciousness are the epistemically effective ones, the ones such that
it is by corresponding to them specifically that our basic beliefs acquire epistemically foundational
status. (PA, 6)

I think that there may be a problem for (PJle) here, but it is not immediately obvious
what it is.

What Sosa says is that we miss or mischaracterize some aspects of the “intricate
character of our experience.” This would apply most directly to a principle that says that
all propositions about, or perhaps all beliefs about, features of experience are justified.
But (PJ1e) does not say exactly that. It is more restrictive than that. It says that proposi-
tions about the properties of experience of which we are aware are justified. Furthermore,
Sosa’s example in which one mistakenly thinks one’s image has 10 speckles rather than
11 seems to be more relevant to a principle about doxastic justification than to a principle
about propositional justification such as (PJ1le)."

I believe that, if there is a counterexample to (PJ1e) here, it is this: when one has a
mental image, sometimes one is e-aware of some of its properties without being justified
in believing that one is having an experience with those properties. For example, when
one has an image with 11 speckles, one is e-aware of the experience’s 11-speckle prop-
erty, but not justified in believing that it has that property. Similarly, when one sees a
clearly displayed 23-sided object, one is aware of the experiential property of 23-sidedness,
but not justified in believing that property to be instantiated in one’s experience.’” One
can be e-aware of properties without being justified in believing them to apply. That is
the significance of the case of the speckled hen: one is aware of some definite number of
speckles, but not justified in believing that one’s image has that number of speckles.

It is possible for classical foundationalists to resist the claim that one is e-aware of 23-
sidedness or 11-specklehood in examples like these. They can say these are properties of
experience of which we are unaware. However, I think that Sosa’s point can be reformu-
lated in response to this sort of reply. In the examples under consideration, a person has
an experience of something with 23 sides or 11 speckles. These features of experience are
right there in plain “view.” Either the person is aware of those features or not. If he is,
then the cases are counterexamples to (PJle). If the person is not aware of them, then
classical foundationalists owe us some explanation of why not. They need to say more
about what awareness of properties of experience amounts to. If they accomplish that,
they might make plausible the claim, implied by (PJ1e), that all features of experience of
which we are aware are “epistemically effective,” i.e., all such features make one justified
in believing that one is having an experience with those features.

The challenge for foundationalists is thus either to modify (PJle) in light of these
examples or to explain why they are not counterexamples. The latter requires specifying
in some informative way which properties of experience make belief in their presence
justified. Further, if what results is to be a defense of anything like traditional founda-
tionalism, this must be done without appeal to concepts such as reliability that are
foreign to traditional foundationalism. After all, one possible solution would be to say
that we are justified in believing our experiences to have the properties that we can
reliably identify. Although this sort of reliability is a purely internal fact about a person
— the person’s beliefs about a certain internal fact are properly correlated with that fact —
this is not the sort of theory traditional foundationalists would like.®
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Clarifying the problem

In the previous section I ignored an important aspect of Sosa’s view about foundational
justification. He distinguishes three kinds of concepts: indexical, phenomenal, and simple
geometrical and arithmetic (SGA). The problem he has raised for classical foundationalism
concerns SGA concepts.

Indexical concepts about experience occur in thoughts of the form “I am experiencing
thusly,” where one simply makes demonstrative reference to some feature of experience.
If one succeeds in having a thought at all in such a circumstance, that is, if one does make
reference, then the thought is surely true. I think that Sosa is also willing to grant that
any such thought is justified.

Phenomenal concepts are concepts that involve a certain sort of recognitional capacity.
To have the phenomenal concept of redness, for example, requires the ability to recognize
experiences of redness. (It might be better to call this the concept of phenomenal redness.)
Sosa writes:

Grasping such a phenomenal concept comes with a certain guarantee of reliability, then,
since it is defined in part by sensitivity to the relevant feature of which it is a concept. It is
defined in part by the ability to tell when that feature is present and when absent in our
experiences. So we must be sufficiently reliable in the application of the concept in order to
so much as grasp it. (PA, 10)

Sosa thus thinks that beliefs involving both indexical and phenomenal concepts come
with a certain guarantee of reliability, and perhaps this suffices to explain why all such
beliefs are justified. There is, of course, reason to wonder whether classical foundationalists
can rest easy with this reliabilist explanation of why such beliefs are justified, but I will
not pursue that point here.

Sosa is granting, I believe, that classical foundationalists can formulate a true principle
about foundational justification involving beliefs containing indexical and phenomenal
concepts. His contention, as we shall see later, is that this acceptable principle does
not allow for enough foundational justification. But before turning to his argument for
that conclusion, it will be helpful to get clear about exactly what he is conceding to
foundationalists.

Recall the distinction between propositional and doxastic justification. Sosa’s discussion
of the reliability of beliefs involving indexical and phenomenal concepts suggests that he
is prepared to concede that when one has a belief about one’s experiences that involves
one of those concepts, then that belief is justified. This suggests that he is prepared to
grant the truth of a principle about doxastic justification along the following lines:

(DJ2) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and believes that he is
having an experience with property F, and refers to property I in this belief
by means of an indexical or phenomenal concept, then this belief is
foundationally justified.

It is less clear how to apply Sosa’s remarks about indexical and phenomenal concepts
to principles about propositional justification. Perhaps there is a phenomenal concept
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that corresponds to each experiential property, and we can specify referents for indexical
concepts in propositions that no one is entertaining. If so, we might propose:

(PJ4) If a person is experientially-aware of property I, and P is a proposition that
refers to property I' by means of an indexical or phenomenal concept and
says that the person is having an experience with property F, then the person
is foundationally justified in believing P.

These are principles that link experiential awareness with foundational justification.
They are not trivially true, nor are they uninformative. They do describe some factual
conditions on which foundational justification might supervene. Sosa is willing to concede
that they might be true because the concepts they involve come with a built-in assurance
of reliability. However, he contends that these principles are not sufficient to explain all
the foundational justification that classical foundationalists need. He thinks that there
must be foundational justification involving arithmetic and geometric (SGA) concepts.
He writes:

We move beyond such concepts already with the theoretically richer concepts of arithmetic
and geometry. When we form beliefs as to whether these concepts apply to our present
experience, we can easily go wrong. . . . Classical foundationalists need some such beliefs
with arithmetical or geometrical content, since from purely indexical or phenomenal con-
cepts very little could be inferred, even allowing some explanatory induction from the given
to the external. . .. [Has classical foundationalism] explained how we might be justified
foundationally in applying arithmetical and geometric concepts to our experience? No, its
lack of any such explanation is a serious problem for classical foundationalism. Might it be
overcome in due course? I myself cannot see how. (PA, 11)

Thus, the problem Sosa raises for classical foundationalism concerns foundational justi-
fication for propositions and beliefs involving arithmetic and geometrical concepts. He
thinks that there is no good way for classical foundationalists to explain why such pro-
positions are foundationally justified, yet some of them must be foundationally justified if
classical foundationalists are to account for the knowledge we have of the world around
us. The example of the speckled hen illustrates the point. Suppose we expanded (PJ4) to
include arithmetic and geometrical concepts:

(PJ5) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and P is a proposition that
refers to property F by means of an indexical, phenomenal, or SGA concept,
and P says that the person is having an experience with property I¥, then the
person is foundationally justified in believing P.

Sosa contends that the case of the speckled hen shows that (PJ5) is false. Perhaps the
principle is true for some very simple SGA concepts, such as 3-sidedness. But it is not
true for 23-sidedness or 48-specklehood, SGA features that we cannot simply spot in our
experiences. We are experientially aware of these properties, but we are not automatically
justified in believing them to be present.

Similar considerations pose a problem for doxastic justification. Suppose we extended
(DJ2) to SGA concepts:
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(DJ3) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and believes that he is
having an experience with property F, and refers to property I in this belief
by means of an indexical, phenomenal, or SGA concept, then this belief is
foundationally justified.

The problem with (DJ3) is not simply that one can miss or mischaracterize features
of experience. In such cases one does not both have an experience with that feature and
believe oneself to have it. Hence, such cases are not counterexamples to (D]J3). But it is
not too hard to get an example that does the job. If error is possible about the number
of speckles, then it is also possible to get it right by guessing, by a pair of errors that
fortuitously lead to the truth, or by a thoroughly unreliable method that happens in one
rare instance to capture the truth. So (DJ3) is also mistaken.

Thus, Sosa’s contention is that if classical foundationalists restrict foundational justi-
fication to beliefs and propositions involving indexical and phenomenal concepts, as in
(PJ4) and (D]J2), they have too thin a base of foundational justification to support the rest
of what we take ourselves to know. They can attempt to expand the base by bringing in
SGA concepts, as in (PJ5) and (IDJ3), but those principles are false.

One might think that the difference between the simple arithmetic concepts and the
complex ones has to do with reliability. Sosa’s own proposal is along those lines. But it is
important to realize that to appeal to that sort of factor is to appeal to a factor of the sort
classical foundationalists, as Sosa is thinking of them, would not allow into their theory.
It is an external factor.

3 Sosa’s Proposal

Safe and virtuous beliefs

Sosa formulates his account of foundational justification by focusing on a particular
contrast. The contrast is between a case of a foundationally justified introspective judg-
ment about the phenomenal character of experience and an unjustified belief about the
phenomenal character of experience. Suppose that a person is presented with an object
with 48 speckles. The object and its 48 speckles are in clear view. Thus, the person has
an experience with the phenomenal character of 48 speckles. He is, if you like, appeared
to 48-specklishly. And suppose that the person does believe, as a result of guessing, that
he is having such an experience. That belief is not justified, or at any rate not foundationally
justified. Justification does not just emerge from having an experience of this kind.
Contrast this with the appearance of 3 speckles. The belief that one’s experience has
3 speckles is foundationally justified.

Sosa says that to explain the difference we must appeal to more than the following
3 items:

(a) the phenomenal character of the experiences;

(b) the propositional content of the occurrent thought as one judges the image to
contain so many speckles;

(c) the fit between the phenomenal character and the propositional content.
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Sosa proposes that the difference between a justified introspective report and an unjustified
introspective report is that the former is safe and virtuous. To say that a judgment is safe
is to say that “in the circumstances not easily would one believe as one does without being
right” (PA, 19). And a belief is virtuous provided it is “derived from a way of forming
beliefs that is an intellectual virtue, one that in our normal situation for forming such
beliefs would tend strongly enough to give us beliefs that are safe” (PA, 19).

These distinctions may seem to bring out nicely the difference between an unjustified
belief that the image has 48 speckles and a justified belief that it has 3. The latter belief
is quite safe. As a matter of fact, one is quite unlikely to have that belief and be wrong.
In contrast, one could easily believe that the image has 48 speckles and be wrong. This
might happen if there were 49 speckles or 47.

The need for virtuosity

As Sosa points out, merely having a safe belief is not sufficient for that belief to be
justified (PA, 19). If there is a belief that could not be false, or could not easily be false,
then that belief is safe. But a belief might be safe not because of any particular insight or
merit of the believer, but because the proposition believed happens to be one that cannot
be false. Sosa uses as an example the case of a necessary truth that one believes with little
or no justification. If the proposition believed is in fact true, then it could not be false.
Hence, one could not easily (or even possibly) believe as one does and be wrong. Such
an unjustified belief passes the safety test. For this reason Sosa adds the requirement that
the belief be virtuously formed, that the method for forming the belief be one that in
normal situations leads to safe beliefs.

Sosa does not point out that unjustified contingent beliefs can also pass the safety test.
It is possible that there are facts about our minds that restrict the sorts of phenomenal
properties that can be present to us. Suppose, for example, that we just couldn’t experience
speckled images with a number of speckles near to, but not identical with, 48. Or
suppose it is a law of nature that all speckled hens have 48 speckles. And suppose that the
hens display either all their speckles or none of them. Thus, whenever you think you are
having an experience of a 48-speckled hen, you are right. As things actually are, not easily
could one be wrong about that. It’s a little difficult to avoid complications involving
some of the speckles being obscured, but I think that this complication is not relevant
to the fundamental point. It is possible that there are propositions about experience that,
like the true mathematical beliefs, cannot easily be wrong (regardless of your reasons
for holding the belief). Whenever you believe such a proposition, you satisfy the safety
condition. However, just as one can believe the true mathematical propositions unjustifi-
ably, one can believe these contingently true propositions about experience unjustifiably.
Thus, as Sosa realizes, safety is not enough.

Sosa describes the case in which one unjustifiably believes that one’s image has
48 speckles as follows:

One does not know foundationally that one’s image contains 48 speckles even if one’s image
does in fact contain 48 speckles, and one’s belief hence corresponds precisely to what is then
given in one’s consciousness. One fails to know in that case because too easily might one
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have believed that one’s image had 48 speckles while it had one more speckle or one less.
But that is not so for the belief that one’s image has 3 speckles. (PA, 19)

The point of the above paragraph is to show that there are at least possible situations in
which a belief like this one is safe, but still not justified.

A problem?

The considerations just advanced put a considerable burden on the virtuousness condition.
Sosa must say that the method by which the unjustified believer arrives at the 48-speckle
belief is not virtuous. This means that it does not “derive from a way of forming beliefs
that . . . in our normal situation for forming such beliefs would tend strongly enough to
give us beliefs that are safe.” But suppose that the person just looks at a 3-speckled image
and thinks “3 speckles” and just looks at a 48-speckled image and thinks “48 speckles.”
Sosa must say that the latter belief, even when it is safe, derives from a different, and less
virtuous, way of forming beliefs. Perhaps it does, though this is difficult to assess.

Much here depends on what counts as the “ways of forming beliefs” on which the
theory depends. There is considerable flexibility in how ways of forming beliefs might
be characterized. If they are characterized narrowly, it may be that the 3-speckle belief
and the 48-speckle result from different ways. However, in the circumstance in which
the 48-speckle belief is safe, the way in which it is formed must also extend to other
beliefs, most of which are not safe. Otherwise, the theory would rule that the 48-speckle
belief is both safe and virtuous. If the ways of forming beliefs are characterized in a
broader fashion, it may turn out that both beliefs are formed in the same way. In that
case, the theory improperly evaluates the two beliefs as being epistemically alike. Elsewhere,
I’ve expressed doubts about there being a suitable way to spell this idea out with
sufficient clarity to generate a theory capable of being evaluated.” Sosa does not attempt
to deal with these issues in the works under discussion here.® To go into these matters
here would take us somewhat far afield. I believe that it is fair to say that this is a difficult
issue for Sosa’s theory, though not fair to claim here that there is no acceptable response
or even that Sosa has not provided one.

4 Defending Classical Foundationalism

We can formulate Sosa’s problem for classical foundationalism as a challenge to explain
the relevant differences in two pairs of examples. Consider the following pair first. In
one case a person has an experience of an image with 3 speckles. The person knows with
certainty that she is visually experiencing an image with 3 speckles. Contrast this with
the case in which the person has an experience of an image with 48 speckles, and
believes, with confidence, that it has 48 speckles. But this belief about 48 speckles results
from guessing or the unjustified implicit assumption that all multi-speckled images have
48 speckles. One wants to say that the 3-speckle belief is foundationally justified and the
48-speckle belief is not. Reliability of the sort Sosa favors may seem to explain the
difference, but what can a classical foundationalist say to explain the difference?
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The second pair of cases that needs explanation is this. There could be people who, unlike
us, can recognize 48 speckles. They might actually be sensitive to their presence. For
them, the belief that they are having an experience of 48 speckles might be foundationally
justified, just like the belief that we are experiencing something 3-speckled is foundationally
justified for us. This shows that there is not something intrinsic to the proposition itself
that determines whether or not it is the subject of foundational justification. Something
about the believer matters as well. Again, reliability of some sort might seem to be an
attractive answer.

Phenomenal concepts and SGA concepts

To have a phenomenal concept of a particular property is, according to Sosa, to be
sensitive to the presence of that property. Now, consider the property of experiencing an
image containing 48 speckles. It is possible for a person to be sensitive to the presence or
absence of this property. That is, a person might be able to distinguish experiences
involving images with 48 speckles from experiences involving images with any other
number of speckles. But it does not follow that the person is able to tell how many speckles
there are when in fact there are 48. One can know that there is something distinctive
about a certain case, and reliably detect the presence of the distinctive feature, without
knowing what that distinctive feature is. In the early stages of identifying things, we
often are in just this situation. Perhaps a different example will make the point clearer.

The following example pertains to properties of external things, but it could just as
easily be applied to features of experiences. When learning to identify different kinds of
trees by the shapes of their leaves, one might learn to recognize the various different
shapes without learning which kinds of trees have leaves with those different shapes. One
can reliably group similar ones together and one could even make up a name for the
different kinds of trees. The same thing could be true with respect to the property of
being 48-speckled. One might respond differentially to experiences in which 48 speckles
appear than to other sorts of experiences.

Given Sosa’s account of concepts, any person who is sensitive to experiences of
48 speckles has what we can describe as a “phenomenal 48-speckle concept.” Such a
person can believe that he’s having an experience of 48 speckles, though the person may
not be able to put it that way. From the fact that one has the concept, it does not follow
that one is sensitive to the concepts that we might have thought entered into it. The
phenomenal 48-speckles concept is not constructed out of more primitive concepts. One
might not in general be sensitive to the presence of 48 things in experience — one might
not respond differentially to experiences of 48 stripes. One might be reliable at recogniz-
ing 48 speckles, but not so reliable at recognizing being speckled generally. It follows that
one could even lack the phenomenal concept of being speckled. The phenomenal concept
is not logically complex. Nothing much follows from it.

Presumably, most of us do not have the phenomenal concept of being 48-speckled,
since we are not sensitive to the presence of the property of which it is a concept. We do
not respond differentially to 48-speckled images than to 47- or 49-speckled images. We
can, of course, believe that an image has 48 speckles. Thus, there must be two different
“48-speckle concepts.” One is the complex concept constructed out of the simpler
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concepts of “48” and “being speckled.” Presumably, we all have this concept. Its posses-
sion does not require sensitivity to 48 speckles. This, I believe, is an SGA concept of the
sort Sosa has called to our attention. The other “48-speckle concept” is a phenomenal
concept, and this is one that normal people lack. This follows from the fact that most of
us are insensitive to the presence of 48-specklehood.

The same distinction, of course, applies to seemingly simpler concepts. Consider the
property of experiencing an image containing 3 speckles. We can often tell at a glance
that we have this property. But there are both the complex 3-speckle concept and the
phenomenal 3-speckle concept. Most of us grasp both of these concepts.

Which beliefs are foundationally justified?

These results about concept possession provide the basis for solving the problem for
classical foundationalism that Sosa has posed. Classical foundationalists can plausibly
deny Sosa’s claim that they must go beyond phenomenal concepts in specifying what is
foundationally justified. In other words, the reply is that principles about foundational
justification restricted to indexical and phenomenal concepts are adequate. Sosa’s claim
that foundational justification must extend to propositions or beliefs involving SGA
concepts is mistaken.

Sosa’s claim that more must be foundationally justified gets little defense in his paper,
and I can only speculate about why he might think that it is true. One might think
that classical foundationalists have no way to explain how any beliefs involving non-
phenomenal concepts are justified at all unless they allow that some beliefs involving
non-phenomenal concepts are foundationally justified. This thought might gain support
from the failure to take into account the distinction just noted between the phenomenal
and the complex 48-speckle concept. The way the failure to take note of the distinction
supports this thought is as follows. In a certain sense, things look exactly the same to the
person who recognizes 48 speckles and the person who is not capable of recognizing
these features of experience. Their experiences are phenomenally alike. Hence, on classical
foundationalist lines, the same phenomenal beliefs are foundationally justified for them.
But if what is foundationally justified were limited to phenomenal (and indexical) beliefs,
then the same things would be foundationally justified for them. It is clear that nothing
concerning 48 speckles is justified for the person who is not capable of recognizing this
feature of experience. But then it would not be the case that the one who recognizes
48 speckles is justified in his belief. Since he is, it follows that there must be some non-
phenomenal belief that is foundationally justified. And classical foundationalists have no
good way to explain this.

The consequence of the discussion above is that this argument goes wrong in its
assumption that the same phenomenal beliefs are justified for the person who can
recognize 48 speckles and the person who cannot. The former has a phenomenal concept
that the latter lacks. The former has a foundationally justified belief, involving this
concept, that the latter lacks.

For most of us, if we believed that we had an experience of 48 speckles, this would not
be a foundationally justified belief. We would come to this belief by inferences, perhaps
from inferences involved in counting or background information about what the image
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was an image of and how many speckles things like that have. We could not tell, just by
looking, that the SGA concept applied. For people with special abilities, however, it
might be that this belief is nearly basic, though not quite. It is a simple inference from
the associated phenomenal concept.

Consider again the two pairs of examples that posed the problem for classical founda-
tionalists. One pair raised the question of what the relevant difference is, for normal
people, between the 3-speckle image and the 48-speckle image. Sosa assumed that since
we can tell at a glance that we have an image with 3 speckles, but not one with 48, the one
belief must be foundationally justified but the other not. And he was referring to beliefs
involving SGA concepts. However, most of us have a phenomenal 3-speckle concept, but
not a phenomenal 48-speckle concept. There is, then, a relevant foundationally justified
proposition when we experience an image with 3 speckles but not when we experience an
image with 48 speckles.

Of course, this foundationally justified proposition does not involve the geometrical
and arithmetic concepts on which Sosa focuses. But I think that beliefs involving those
concepts are not foundationally justified. The normal person’s belief involving the SGA
3-speckle concept is non-foundationally justified, depending on background information
that associates that phenomenal concept with that SGA concept.

Similar considerations help explain the second pair of examples. A person who has
a remarkable ability to tell at a glance that he is experiencing an image with 48 speckles
differs from ordinary people in two ways. First, he, unlike us, has a phenomenal 48-
speckle concept. This gives him foundational justification for that proposition, justification
that most of us lack. Second, he has background information that links that phenomenal
state to the complex 48-speckle concept. As a result, he is justified in believing that his
image has 48 speckles, where this believes involves the SGA concept. But this last
proposition is not foundationally justified. As noted earlier, the distinction between the
two 48-speckle concepts also helps explain the case of a person who can differentiate at a
glance an image with 48 speckles from other images without knowing how many speckles
the image has. This person has the phenomenal 48-speckle concept, but has not associated
that concept with the related SGA concept.

I conclude, then, that the principles formulated earlier are adequate to deal with these
cases. One of those principles was:

(DJ2) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and believes that he is
having an experience with property F, and refers to property F in this
belief by means of an indexical or phenomenal concept, then this belief is
foundationally justified.

Most of us do not have the phenomenal 48-speckle concept but we do have the phenomenal
3-speckle concept. So, via (IDJ2) we can justifiably believe the relevant 3-speckle proposi-
tion but not the relevant 48-speckle proposition. And we can infer from the proposition
involving the phenomenal 3-speckle concept, and background information, that our
image contains 3 speckles. But the person with the extraordinary talent to recognize
48 speckles does have the phenomenal 48-speckle concept. Thus, when the other condi-
tions are satisfied, he can have a belief involving that concept foundationally justified. And
that belief and his background information justifies his belief involving the SGA concept.
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Things are more complicated when we attempt to apply these considerations about
concepts to principles about propositional justification. The principle restricted to indexical
and phenomenal concepts was this:

(PJ4) If a person is experientially-aware of property I, and P is a proposition that
refers to property F by means of an indexical or phenomenal concept and
says that the person is having an experience with property F, then the person
is foundationally justified in believing P.

Nothing said so far answers the objection to this. It would seem that (PJ4) implies that
we are e-aware of both 3 speckles and 48 speckles in the relevant cases; even though we
lack the phenomenal concept in the second case, (PJ4) implies that we are justified in
believing each proposition. One possibility is to add to the antecedent of the principle a
condition requiring that person have the relevant phenomenal concept. Another possibility
is to argue that Sosa is too lenient in his assumptions about which properties we are
e-aware of. In the next section I will discuss a variation on this second option. According
to this view, there is a kind of awareness Sosa overlooks.

5 Another Kind of Experience?

Sosa distinguishes experiential awareness of properties and noticing awareness of them.
The latter involves justified true beliefs about their presence. The former is mere passive
awareness of properties of one’s experience. It may be, however, that there are distinc-
tions to be drawn among kinds of awareness that do not involve beliefs.

There is a difference between a property merely being present in one’s experience and
one’s attending to (or “noticing,” though not in Sosa’s sense) that property. There are
things that are, as it were, on the periphery of one’s experience. The telephone in my
office has a red light that comes on when there’s a message for me. We recently got new,
improved, state-of-the-art telephones. Unfortunately, sometimes callers are taken to the
message center without allowing the phone to ring. As a result, sometimes I’ll be sitting
at my desk concentrating hard on my work. And a time will come when I’ll notice, in
Sosa’s sense, that the light on my phone is on. And I'll also realize that I’ve been aware
of its being on for a while. I was aware, in some sense, of the red on the edge of my visual
field, though I did not notice it. So, some qualities of which we have experiential
awareness enjoy only peripheral awareness. Things of which we are peripherally aware
can be unnoticed. We miss other intrinsic qualities of our experiences for reasons of the
sort discussed earlier: we are not able to pick up on them. Being 48-speckled is like this
for most of us. Most of us are not able to pick up that property.

This leads me to think that Sosa overlooks in his discussion another kind of experi-
ence, something that involves more than mere experiential awareness but is less than, or
at any rate something different from, noticing as he’s described it. We can attend to
features of experience. We can focus on them. In this sense, I had not attended to the
light on my phone. Or, more precisely, I had not attended to the patch of red in my
image. Then I did. And the difference was not just a difference in belief. It was not the
case that I just came to believe that I was experiencing red. I could in principle have
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come to believe that because someone told me that something red was there. What
happened was that I attended to the redness, and believed it was there as a result.
Attention of this sort need not be purposeful or intentional. It typically just happens.

Sosa seems to mention this sort of thing when he speaks of “attending to” some
features of experience (PA, 8). And, it may be that classical foundationalists would be
better off saying that only features of experience that one attends to are epistemically
effective. Merely having a property present to consciousness, mere e-awareness as Sosa
interprets it, is not sufficient. This suggests replacing (PJ4) and (D]J2) by principles that
build in the condition that the person attend to the feature of experience:

(DJ4) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and attends to this prop-
erty, and believes that he is having an experience with property F, and refers
to property F in this belief by means of an indexical or phenomenal concept,
then the person is foundationally justified in believing that he is having an
experience with quality F.

(PJ6) If a person is experientially-aware of property F, and attends to this prop-
erty, and P is a proposition that refers to property F' by means of an indexical
or phenomenal concept and says that the person is having an experience with
property F, then the person is foundationally justified in believing P.

We cannot attend in the way required by these principles to phenomenal properties
whose concepts we do not understand. That is, if one lacks the phenomenal concept of
being 48-speckled, then one cannot attend to that feature of experience.” Thus, not all
features that are minimally present in the sense sufficient for Sosa’s e-awareness are
epistemically effective. The epistemically effective features of experience are the ones
that we attend to.

Adding to the picture the idea of attending to experiences helps with another point,
one not previously mentioned. It seems to me to be a mistake for classical foundationalists
to commit themselves to the view that there are certain features of experience such that,
whenever they are present to anyone, a person who has the relevant concept is justified in
believing that they are present. Principle (PJ5), even with an added condition requiring
that the person have the relevant phenomenal concept, implies the following:

If at one time S has an experience with quality F and S is foundationally justified
in believing he is having an experience with quality F, then whenever S has an
experience with quality F, then S is foundationally justified in believing that he is
having an experience with quality F.

There is no more reason for insisting on this thesis than for insisting that if there is
one time that I see a robin and I’m justified in believing that I’'m seeing a robin, then
whenever I see a robin, ’'m justified in believing that I’'m seeing a robin. This is to say
that merely seeing a robin is not a sufficient condition for the corresponding belief to be
justified. Similarly, merely having an experience of a certain sort need not be sufficient
for the corresponding belief to be justified. The example about the unnoticed patch of
red in my visual field illustrates why. Other examples in which features of experience
are difficult to identify because of factors that call our attention away from them or make
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them difficult to spot illustrate the same point. A richer notion of experience, the one
I have tried to capture with the concept of attention, makes for a better classical
foundationalist theory.

6 Conclusion

I conclude that foundationalists have the resources to deal with the specific problem
concerning foundational justification that Sosa has raised. This is not to say that all is
well with foundationalism. There remain hard questions about how to justify as much
as seems to be justified on the basis of what is foundationally justified. And there are
legitimate questions about whether traditional foundationalists are really entitled to accept
Sosa’s offering of the assumption that since phenomenal concepts come with a guarantee
of reliability, the designated beliefs involving them are foundationally justified."” Never-
theless, I believe that if there are the various kinds of concepts that Sosa describes, then
foundationalists are able to deal with the problems he raises.

Notes

1 My primary text here is “Privileged Access,” forthcoming in Quintin Smith, ed., Consciousness:
New Philosophical Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press) (cited as PA). Page references in
the text are to a prepublication typescript version of this essay. Similar material appears in
“Beyond Internal Foundations to External Virtues,” Sosa’s contribution to Ernest Sosa and
Laurence BonJour, Epistemology: Internalism Versus Externalism (Malden, MA: Blackwell,
2003) (cited as BIF). A version of “Privileged Access” was presented at the 1999 Eastern
Division Meeting of the American Philosophical Association. I was commentator on that
occasion, and this paper is derived from the comments presented there.

2 Problems of Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 46. (First published in
1912))

3 Principle (PJ3n) is not a tautology. The consequent says that the belief is foundationally
justified, and this is not stated in the antecedent.

4 Sosa may fully intend this example to apply only to a principle about doxastic justification.
I am just trying to see if there is a problem for (PJle) suggested by his remarks.

5 Sosa presents an example along these lines in “Theories of Justification: Old Doctrines
Newly Defended,” which appears in his collection Knowledge in Perspective: Selected Essays in
Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) (cited as KP). See especially
pp. 127-8.

6 It’s not entirely clear to me why this is so. Perhaps it is because they’d worry that we could
too easily be mistaken about which internal facts we are reliable about.

7 “Reliability and Justification,” The Monist 68 (1985): 159—74. See also “The Generality
Problem for Reliabilism,” co-authored with Earl Conee, Philosophical Studies 89 (1998): 1-29.

8 Sosa suggests that relevant types are ones that can “be usefully generalized upon by us as the
epistemic community of the” believer (KP, 284). It is difficult to see how this solves the problem,
since multiple types may be “usefully generalized upon.”

9 Sosa apparently thinks that we can attend to properties without having the associated
phenomenal concept. See PA, section E. It is true that you can focus your attention at the
48-speckle array, or, say, an image of a 23-sided thing. But I don’t understand how you could
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attend to the phenomenal properties of being 48-speckled or 23-sided without having those
phenomenal concepts.

In other words, there is doubt that (DJ4) exactly captures the correct foundationalist idea. It
could be that a person satisfies the conditions in the antecedent of the principle, but believes
that he is having an experience with quality F not directly on the basis of his awareness of the
relevant experiential property but rather on the basis of some mistaken inference or assump-
tion. An improved version of the principle will have to appeal to the idea of believing the
proposition on the basis of the experience.
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1 An Unfortunate Assumption

In his 1963 article, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”' Edmund Gettier devised a pair
of counterexamples designed to illustrate that knowledge cannot be adequately defined
as justified true belief. The basic idea behind both of his counterexamples is that one can
be justified in believing a falsehood P from which one deduces a truth Q , in which case
one has a justified true belief in Q but does not know Q. Gettier’s article inspired
numerous other counterexamples, and the search was on for a fourth condition of know-
ledge, one that could be added to justification, truth, and belief to produce an adequate
analysis of knowledge.

Some epistemologists proposed that for a true belief to be an instance of knowledge,
not only does the belief have to be justified but in addition the justification must be
non-defective, where a justification is non-defective if (roughly) it does not justify any
falsehood. Others proposed that the justification must be indefeasible, where a justification
is indefeasible if (again, roughly) it cannot be defeated by the addition of any true statement.
However, a secondary and very different kind of response to Gettier’s counterexamples
was to wonder whether something less explicitly intellectual than justification, tradition-
ally understood, is better suited for understanding knowledge. Epistemic justification is
traditionally associated with being able to generate reasons in defense of one’s beliefs, but
in many instances of knowledge, one does not seem to be in a position to provide anything
like a defense of one’s beliefs.

D. M. Armstrong and Alvin Goldman were among the earliest proponents of a causal
theory of knowledge, which requires, in place of justification, that there be an appropriate
causal connection between the fact that makes a belief true and the person’s having
that belief.? Their proposals neatly handled the original cases described by Gettier but
ran into other serious problems. Accounting for knowledge of mathematical truths,
general facts, and truths about the future proved especially difficult. Nevertheless, their
general approach captivated many epistemologists, in part because it fit well with the
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view of knowledge implicit in the emerging naturalized epistemology movement, which
stressed that knowledge is best conceived as arising from one’s complex causal inter-
actions with one’s environment. To assume that knowledge always requires one to have
a justification is to intellectualize the notion to an unacceptable degree. Some kinds of
knowledge, for example, highly theoretical knowledge, might involve justification, but
other kinds typically do not, for example, simple perceptual knowledge. Our perceptual
equipment collects and processes information from our environment and adjusts our
opinions accordingly, and does so without deliberation except in unusual cases.

Thus, in the eyes of many philosophers, although the causal theory of knowledge had
its defects, it also had the virtue of shifting the focus away from questions of our being
able to justify our beliefs intellectually and toward questions of our being in an appropriate
causal or causal-like relation with our external environment. The philosophical task, accord-
ing to this way of thinking about knowledge, is to identify the precise character of the
relation. A simple causal relation between the fact that makes a belief true and the belief
itself won’t do and, thus, some other causal-like relation needs to be found.

Various proposals have been made, but reliability accounts of knowledge have turned
out to have the widest appeal, and again Alvin Goldman has been a leading proponent.
Contrary to what he had proposed earlier, Goldman now argued that for a person’s belief
to count as knowledge, it is not necessary that the belief be caused by the fact that makes
it true, although this will often be the case. However, it is necessary that the processes,
faculties, and methods that produced or sustain the belief be highly reliable.?

Reliability theories of knowledge led in turn to new accounts of epistemic justification,
specifically, externalist ones. Initially, reliabilism was part of a reaction against justification-
driven accounts of knowledge, but an assumption drawn from the old epistemology tempted
reliabilists to reconceive justification as well. The assumption is that by definition justifica-
tion is that which has to be added to true belief to generate knowledge, with some fourth
condition added to handle Gettier-style counterexamples. Goldman had already argued that
knowledge is reliably produced true belief. Relying on the above assumption, he further
concluded that epistemic justification must also be a matter of one’s beliefs being produced
and sustained by reliable cognitive processes. Because a cognitive process is reliable only
if it is well suited to produce true beliefs in the external environment in which it is
operating, this is an externalist account of epistemic justification. By contrast, more tradi-
tional accounts of epistemic justification, for example, foundationalism and coherentism,
are internalist accounts, which emphasize the perspectives of individual believers.

Reliabilism and kindred proposals have sparked an enormous literature on the relative
advantages and disadvantages of externalism and internalism in epistemology.’ Most
of this literature assumes that externalists and internalists are defending rival theories
and that, hence, both cannot be right. An alternative and more interesting reading of the
dispute, however, is that they are not, or at least need not be, competitors at all. Rather,
they are principally concerned with different issues.

Externalists are principally interested in understanding the relationship that has to
obtain between one’s beliefs and one’s external environment in order for those beliefs,
when true, to count as knowledge, but in carrying out this project, they see themselves
as also offering an explication of epistemic justification, because justification, they stipu-
late, is that which has to be added to true belief in order to get a serious candidate for
knowledge. Internalists, on the other hand, are primarily interested in understanding



A TRIAL SEPARATION 61

what is required for one’s beliefs to be justified, but in carrying out their project, they see
themselves as also providing the materials for an adequate account of knowledge, because
they too assume that justification is by definition that which has to be added to true belief
to get knowledge, with some condition added to handle Gettier problems.

It is not surprising that both internalists and externalists commonly use the language
of justification to report the conclusions of their projects, given that some of the most
influential figures in the history of epistemology have argued that a single notion can be
used to capture what is most important in knowledge as well as what is most important in
internally defensible belief. Descartes, for example, urged his readers to believe only that
which is internally beyond any possibility of criticism, by which he meant that which is
altogether impossible to doubt. However, he also thought that by doing so his readers
could be altogether assured of acquiring knowledge.

Descartes’s search for an internally defensible procedure that would provide an external
guarantee of knowledge proved not to be feasible, but the lesson is not that either the
internal or external aspects of the Cartesian project has to be abandoned. The lesson,
rather, is that there are different, equally legitimate projects for epistemologists to pursue
but that these projects need to be distinguished. One project is that of exploring what
is required to put one’s own internal, intellectual house in order. Another is that of
exploring what is required for one to stand in a relation of knowledge to one’s environ-
ment. It is easy to conflate these two projects, given the assumption that the properties
that make a belief justified are by definition such that when a true belief has these
properties, it is a good candidate for knowledge. This is an unfortunate assumption,
however. It prompts externalists and internalists to see themselves as providing rival
accounts of epistemic justification, whereas a more charitable interpretation is that they
are using the terms “justified belief” and “rational belief” to report the conclusions
of two very different projects. Moreover, the assumption distorts both the theory of
knowledge and the theory of justified belief. For the theory of knowledge, it creates
a predicament: either embrace an overly intellectual conception of knowledge, which
overlooks the fact that people cannot provide adequate intellectual defenses for much of
what they know, or engage in awkward attempts to force back into the account some duly
externalized notion of justified belief, because the definition of knowledge is thought to
require it. The assumption’s impact on the theory of justified belief is equally regrettable:
it places the theory of belief in service to the theory of knowledge. If it is stipulated that
the properties that make a belief justified must also be properties that turn true belief
into a good candidate for knowledge, an account of justified belief can be regarded as
adequate only if it contributes to a successful account of knowledge. The theory of justified
belief is thus divorced from everyday assessments of the rationality and justifiedness of
opinions, which tend to focus on whether individuals have been responsible in forming
their opinions rather than on whether they have satisfied the prerequisites of knowledge.

The corrective is for epistemologists, at least at the beginning of their enterprise, to be
wary of the assumption that knowledge can be adequately understood in terms of justified
true belief plus some condition to handle Gettier problems. By the end of the epistemo-
logical enterprise, after accounts of justified belief and knowledge have been independently
developed, interesting connections between the two may have emerged, but it ought not
merely to be assumed from the start that there is a simple, necessary tie between them.
Relaxing the tie between the two frees the theory of knowledge from overly intellectual
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conceptions of knowledge, thus smoothing the way for treatments that acknowledge that
people are often not in a position to provide a justification for what they know, and it
simultaneously creates a space for a theory of justified belief that is not cordoned off from
the kinds of assessments of each other’s beliefs that we actually make and need to make in
our everyday lives.’

The assumption that the conditions that make a belief justified are by definition
conditions that turn a true belief into a good candidate for knowledge is thus needlessly
limiting. It discourages the idea that there are different, equally legitimate projects for
epistemologists to pursue. One project is to investigate what has to be the case in order to
have knowledge. An externalist approach is well suited to this project, and justification,
which is most naturally construed as an internalist notion, plays only a peripheral role in
such an account. A distinct project, also important, is concerned with what is involved in
having justified beliefs, that is, beliefs supported or supportable by reasons, and knowledge
is at best linked only indirectly and contingently with this account. There is no necessary,
conceptual link between being justified in one’s opinions and being in a position to have
knowledge.

2 Sosa on Knowledge and Justification

Ernest Sosa has been at the center of virtually every major issue and dispute in recent
epistemology. So, it is no surprise that he has deep and challenging views about the
relationship between justification and knowledge. Like most contemporary epistemo-
logists, he sees a close link between the project of giving an account of epistemic
justification and that of giving an account of knowledge, but he is far more sensitive than
most to the pressures that tend to split the projects apart. I will be examining Sosa’s
attempts to dissipate these pressures, relying especially on three centrally important
essays from his book, Knowledge in Perspective: “Reliabilism and Intellectual Virtue,”
“Knowledge and Intellectual Virtue,” and “Methodology and Apt Belief.”® My conclusion
is that despite his efforts and concessions, Sosa has not gone far enough in emphasizing
the distinctness of the projects. But first, his views.

Sosa defends an intellectual virtue approach to both knowledge and epistemic justifica-
tion. According to Sosa, the core characteristic of an intellectual virtue is that it helps
maximize one’s surplus of truth over error (KP, 225). A complete characterization of
intellectual virtue might well also include its tendency to produce other desiderata in a
belief system, for example, generality, coherence, and explanatory power, but the key,
according to Sosa, is reliability:

What makes a faculty intellectually virtuous? Its performance or powers, surely? If so what
is required in a faculty is that it not lead us astray in our quest for truth; that it outperform
feasible competitors in its truth/error delivery differential. (KP, 227)

Intellectual virtues are embedded in cognitive faculties, and Sosa distinguishes between
transmission faculties and generative faculties. As the names suggest, the former produce
beliefs from already formed beliefs, while latter produce beliefs from other kinds of
inputs, for example, experiences. External perception and introspection are generative
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faculties, while memory is transmissive. In Sosa’s view, reason is both: rationalist intuition
(recognizing simple necessary truths) is generative while rationalist deduction is trans-
missive. The distinction between transmission and generative faculties is relevant for
assessing the virtuousness of a faculty, because the appropriate differential between truth
and error for a transmissive faculty is not its truth/error differential simpliciter but rather
its truth/error differential when provided with true inputs.

Sosa stresses that in appraising the virtuousness of a faculty, it is important to distin-
guish mistakes that are primarily internal in origin from those that are primarily external
in origin. Mistakes of the former kind are more closely associated with a lack of epistemic
justifiedness than mistakes of the latter kind. Take perception, for example. The key to
a perceptual faculty being epistemically virtuous is for its internal mechanisms to be
sufficiently well calibrated with the external environment to produce beliefs that accurately
reflect the presence or absence of some correlated range of properties in the external
environment. Breakdowns in these internal mechanisms that have the effect of decreasing
the faculty’s ability to reflect the environment accurately result in a corresponding decrease
in its ability to produce epistemically justified beliefs. Thus, Sosa remarks:

Someone prone to frequent illusions or hallucinations of mainly internal origin cannot be
credited with good visual perception in an epistemically most relevant sense. (KP, 230)

However, when the normally reliable internal mechanisms generate inaccurate beliefs
because of some unusual feature in the external environment, the beliefs may still be
justified:

the falsehood of a perceptually justified belief may go unreflected in the subject’s perception
because of external abnormalities that he could not possibly have grasped. In such circum-
stances his perceptual false belief shows no defect or misconduct in the subject, and may be
perceptually justified. (KP, 232)

Thus, briefly stated, Sosa’s view is that both epistemically justified beliefs and knowledge
are to be understood as the products of intellectual virtues, where intellectual virtues are
faculties, or combinations of faculties, that maximize the differential of truth over error
in environments that are normal for the individuals in question. I will return to the issue
of an environment being normal for a subject, because focusing on abnormal situations
is one way of illustrating why the project of understanding epistemic justification is
distinct from the project of understanding knowledge, but here first is how Sosa himself
summarizes his view (with my emphases added):

What powers or abilities do then enable a subject to know or at least to acquire epistemic
justification? They are presumably powers or abilities to distinguish the true from the false
in a certain subject field, to attain truth and avoid error in that field. One’s power or ability
must presumably make one such that, normally at least, in one’s ordinary habitat, or at least in
one’s ordinary circumstances when making such judgements, one would believe what is true and
not believe what is false, concerning matters in that field. (KP, 236)

Sosa describes three kinds of cases that create difficulties for any view, such as his own,
that seeks to understand epistemic justification and knowledge in terms of the reliability
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of the faculties that generate and transmit beliefs, and he makes adjustments in his
account to try to handle these difficulties.

The first kind of case is that of someone who suffers an abnormality that somehow
makes him clairvoyant, unbeknownst to himself. By hypothesis, his beliefs about even
the remote future are reliably produced, but even so, Sosa asks “how plausible would it
be to suppose him justified in his clairvoyant beliefs” if he lacks inductive or any other
evidence of the reliability of these beliefs? (KP, 237).

A second kind of case, which raises the opposite problem, is the victim of a Cartesian
evil demon:

If his experience and reasoning are indistinguishable from those of the best justified among
us, can we in fairness deny him the justification that we will claim for ourselves? Yet if we
do grant him such justification, then unreliable processes do yield much belief that is in fact
justified. (KP, 237)

A third kind of case involves faculties that are ordinarily highly reliable (but still fallible)
but that operate improperly in a particular case, that is, operate in a way that would
usually be unreliable. Nonetheless, because of abnormal circumstances, they generate a
true belief.

Would the belief then fall short of sound epistemic justification, and not be a true instance
of knowledge? What might be missing? Perhaps some closer connection between the belief
and its truth? Perhaps these cannot be so independent as when they come together only by

lucky accident. (KP, 238)

In anticipation of the tension that I want to explore, Sosa remarks that these three kinds
of cases pose problems not so much for a theory of epistemic justification as intellectual
virtue, as for the combination of such a theory of justification with a conception of
knowledge as justified true belief (KP, 239).

How does Sosa try to deal with the tensions that these cases create for the assumption
that the project of understanding epistemic justification is a part of the project of under-
standing knowledge? With respect to the first kind of case, that of the clairvoyant, Sosa
suggests that justification requires not only that the belief in question be caused by a
faculty or process that is intellectually virtuous and, hence, reliable, but also that there be
no equally reliable faculty or process in the subject’s repertoire whose use by him in
combination with the faculty or process that he actually does use would not have yielded
that same belief (KP, 237).

A prima facie problem for this suggestion is that the more impoverished the repertoire
of the clairvoyant’s cognitive faculties, the more likely it is that the clairvoyant will have
an epistemically justified belief and knowledge. Consider a “normal” clairvoyant, that is,
a clairvoyant whose other faculties and methods resemble those of most other humans
and, thus, whose “alternative methods would of course include the recall and use through
reasoning of relevant evidence previously unused though stored in memory, including
evidence about the reliability of one’s pertinent faculties” (KP, 237-8). If we suppose
that the use of these alternative methods would have undermined the clairvoyant’s beliefs
about events in the distant future, then these beliefs, according to Sosa’s suggestion,
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need not be justified. On the other hand, if we imaginatively begin to strip away the
clairvoyant’s other faculties, creating an impoverished repertoire of faculties, and then
consider analogous situations in which the clairvoyant has beliefs about the distant future,
it looks as if at some point the situation will become such that, according to Sosa’s account,
the clairvoyant’s beliefs would flip into being epistemically justified, because there will
no longer be alternative faculties and methods at his disposal to undermine them.
Although this is perhaps a surprising result, I will not comment further on it, because it
is not directly relevant to the central tension I want to explore. Besides, there is another
case that Sosa uses to isolate what seems to him key in an account of epistemic justification.

Superstitious S believes whatever he reads in the horoscope simply because on a day in
August it predicted no snow. Tricky T intends to offer S a lemon of a used car and plants
the following in the horoscope under S’s sign: “You will be offered a business proposition
by T. The time is ripe for accepting business propositions.” Does S know that T will offer
him a deal? T planted the message and would not have done so if he had been going to offer
S a deal. So it is not just a lucky guess nor is it just a happy accident that S is right in
thinking that a deal is forthcoming, given his daily use of the horoscope. ... One thing
seems clear: S does not know in such a case. What S lacks, I suggest, is justification. His
reason for trusting the horoscope is not adequate — to put it kindly. (KP, 239)

—

How does Sosa understand the kind of epistemic justification that he finds lacking in

this case?

A being of epistemic kind K is prima facie justified in believing P if and only if his belief of
P manifests what, relative to K beings, is an intellectual virtue, a faculty that enhances their
differential of truth over error. (KP, 239)

However, Sosa immediately makes a key qualification having to do with issue of normal
circumstances:

What interests us in justification is essentially the trustworthiness and reliability of the
subject with regard to the field of his judgement, in situations normal for judgements in that
field. That explains also why what does matter for justification is how the subject performs
with regard to factors internal to him, and why it does not matter for justification if external
factors are abnormal and unfavorable so that despite impeccable performance S does not
know. What we care about in justification are the epistemic endowments of the subject, his
intellectual virtues. (KP, 240)

Within Sosa’s epistemology, it is the qualification about “situations normal for judge-
ments in that field” that allows victims of a Cartesian evil demon to have epistemically
justified beliefs. The victims lack knowledge of their environment as a result of the
demon’s deceiving activities, but they do not necessarily lack epistemically justified
beliefs despite the fact that their faculties in the demon-controlled environment are not
reliable. This is possible, given Sosa’s intellectual virtue approach to epistemic justifica-
tion, because the circumstances are abnormal. In normal situations, these same faculties
are reliable, and it is their reliability in normal situations that determines whether or not
they are virtuous.
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Notice, however, that although this qualification does allow subjects to have justified
beliefs in a world where a demon occasionally deceives them, it does not allow them to
have epistemically justified beliefs in a world where deceit is the norm. In particular,
imagine a demon world in which not only is it the case that the demon deceives subjects
with great regularity but it is also such that the demon would regularly deceive subjects
in most close possible worlds as well. Given the plausible assumption that normal
situations are those that are statistically frequent or at least frequent at close possible
worlds, the perceptual faculties of the inhabitants of this kind of demon world are not
virtuous, according to Sosa’s definitions. Yet, for its inhabitants, such a world may be
subjectively indistinguishable from this one.

I will return to this issue again in a moment and examine Sosa’s attempt to address it,
but I need first to note that Sosa makes an important additional qualification that is also
relevant to the tension in question. He distinguishes two general varieties of knowledge,
animal knowledge and reflective knowledge:

One has animal knowledge about one’s environment, one’s past, and one’s own experience if
one’s judgements and beliefs about these are direct responses to their impact — e.g., through
perception or memory — with little or no benefit of reflection or understanding. One has
reflective knowledge if one’s judgement or belief manifests not only such direct response to
the fact known but also understanding of its place in a wider whole that includes one’s belief
and knowledge of it and how these come about. (KP, 240)

According to Sosa, both animal knowledge and reflective knowledge require a belief that
is true and epistemically justified, where justification is understood as having its source
in intellectual virtue. Nonetheless, he regards the two kinds of knowledge as requiring a
corresponding split of epistemic justification into two concepts: justification proper and a
broader notion of justification that he calls “epistemic aptness.” Justification proper is
one way, but not the only way, in which a belief can be apt. Justification proper involves
the subject having reasons in support of his belief, whereas aptness does not require this.
The former, which is closely associated with reflective knowledge, is an internalist
notion. It is reason-based and is accessible via reflection. However, Sosa insists that it is
the broader notion of aptness, rather than the narrower notion of justification proper,
that is necessary for knowledge:

Apt then is perhaps what a belief must be to qualify as knowledge, in addition to being true
(and un-Gettierized). One way a belief might be apt, moreover, is by being justified, which
means it has the support of reasons (implicit if not explicit). But it is left open that there be
other ways for one to believe aptly: it is left open, for example, that some simple memory
beliefs be apt though lacking any support by reasoning (and in that sense lacking
justification). . . . Gettier showed long ago that justified true belief is not sufficient for
knowledge. On the basis of [an internalist, reason-based]| conception of justification,
it would now be clear that justified true belief is not so much as necessary for knowledge.
(KP, 255)

Thus, Sosa concedes that epistemic justification proper is not the only way for a true
belief to become a good candidate for knowledge. In particular, epistemic justification
proper is not necessary for animal knowledge.
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3 The Distinctness of Justification and Knowledge

Sosa rejects half of what I have been terming “the unfortunate assumption” that there is
a conceptual link between knowledge and epistemic justification, but he does not reject
the other half. He acknowledges that epistemic justification is not a necessary condition
of knowledge, but he hangs on to the assumption that an adequate account of epistemic
justification must explicate justification in terms of properties that turn true beliefs into
knowledge absent Gettier problems. This latter assumption, although perhaps only half
as unfortunate as the full assumption, is nonetheless still unfortunate.

To see why, consider again the problems that a deceiving demon creates for Sosa’s
accounts of epistemic justification and knowledge. He agrees that the demon’s victim can
have epistemically justified beliefs, noting that “if his experience and reasoning are
indistinguishable from those of the best justified among us, can we in fairness deny him
the justification that we will claim for ourselves?” (KP, 237). However, this intuition is
in tension with the assumption that epistemic justification turns true belief into know-
ledge absent Gettier problems. A mischievous demon might allow his victim to have
occasional, isolated true beliefs, but such beliefs, even though true, are not good candidates
for knowledge. Sosa’s strategy for addressing this tension is to insist that a faculty can
be virtuous, and as such generate epistemically justified beliefs, and yet not be reliable
in abnormal external circumstances, such as those present when a demon is deceiving
the subject.

The problem with this strategy, as I briefly mentioned earlier, is that what is normal is
a function of what is actual. If the world is pretty much as we conceive it to be, and we
then imagine introducing a demon who occasionally deceives subjects, Sosa’s strategy
works well enough. On the other hand, if we imagine that the demon deceives not just
a few people on a few occasions but rather all people with great regularity, the tensions
within Sosa’s account arise with as much force as ever. They do so because, by hypo-
thesis, normal external circumstances are saturated with deceit, and, thus, perceptual
faculties such as ours are not virtuous by Sosa’s standards. Accordingly, the perceptual
beliefs produced by them are not epistemically justified. However, this result is at odds
with the intuition that the demon’s victims can have epistemically justified beliefs.

Sosa tries to finesse this problem by suggesting that justification be relativized to an
environment:

Relative to our actual environment A, our automatic experience-belief mechanisms count as
virtues that yield much truth and justification. Of course relative to the demonic environment
D such mechanisms are not virtuous and yield neither truth nor justification. It follows that
relative to D the demon’s victims are not justified, and yet relative to A their beliefs are
justified. (KP, 144)

In this passage, Sosa relies on the assumption that our actual environment is one in
which deceiving demons are not the norm. With this assumption in hand, he asserts that
although the victim’s faculties are not reliable relative to the demon environment D and,
hence, not virtuous in that environment, these same faculties are virtuous relative to the
actual environment A and, correspondingly, the beliefs they produce are justified relative
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to A. According to Sosa, it is in this relativized sense that the victim of the demon can
have epistemically justified beliefs even when being deceived.

Whatever bite this strategy has, however, derives from the assumption that our environ-
ment is pretty much as we conceive it to be. If for the sake of testing Sosa’s account we
suspend this optimistic assumption and instead assume that our actual environment is
one in which a demon regularly deceives people, the same problems rise to the surface
once again. Under this hypothesis, Sosa’s relativization strategy no longer yields the
desired result, because it is no longer true that relative to the actual environment A the
victim’s faculties are reliable. By hypothesis, the faculties in question are every bit as
unreliable in our actual environment as they are in the victim’s environment. Con-
sequently, the beliefs of the victim are not products of faculties that are reliable relative
to the actual environment and, hence, the beliefs they produce are not justified even in
a relativized sense.

To be sure, it is possible to designate yet another possible environment, distinct from
the environment of the victim and distinct also from our actual environment, and then
assert that the victim’s faculties are reliable relative to this third environment and that,
accordingly, his beliefs are justified relative to this environment as well. But this is an
uninteresting result, since for virtually any kind of faculty, there is some conceivable
environment E such that the faculty is reliable relative to E. So, if there are no restric-
tions on picking out the environment, pretty much any kind of faculty, no matter how
strange, will turn out to be virtuous in this relativized sense, and pretty much any belief
will turn out to be justified in a corresponding relativized sense.

Perhaps Sosa can insist, however, that not just any environment is relevant. For
example, perhaps the only relevant environments are those closely similar to what we
take to be our actual environment. The claim, on this suggestion, would then be that the
victim’s faculties are virtuous relative to environments closely similar to what we take our
actual environment to be and that, as a result, his beliefs are justified relative to these
same environments. On this approach, a major issue is who the “we” is supposed to be.
People in the community of the person making the evaluation? People in the community
of the person being evaluated? Most people currently alive? Most people who have ever
lived? Or yet another group?

It is hard to see how there can be a principled answer to such questions, but even if
there were, there is a more fundamental problem with this approach. Namely, whatever
is meant by “we,” this approach represents an abandonment of Sosa’s reliabilism, which
is supposed to constitute the heart of his virtue approach. After all, “we” can have deeply
mistaken beliefs about our environment, however the “we” is defined. Thus, a faculty
can be virtuous relative to environments closely similar to what we take to be our actual
environment and yet be deeply unreliable in what is in fact our environment, and deeply
unreliable as well in other close possible environments. But if so, such faculties do not
produce beliefs that are good candidates for knowledge in our actual environment. They
produce good candidates for knowledge only in environments very unlike our actual
environment.

No doubt there are other ways of trying to tinker with Sosa’s account to try to avoid
these tensions, but a better response is to root out the source of the tensions, which is the
assumption that there is a conceptual tie between epistemic justification and knowledge.
Sosa is correct to sever half of the commonly assumed conceptual connection between
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the two. He concedes that epistemic justification is not a necessary condition of know-
ledge. However, the other half of the connection also needs to be severed. It is not a
necessary condition of epistemic justification that it turns true beliefs into knowledge,
absent Gettier problems. One of the lessons to be learned from the demon cases and the
like is that one’s beliefs can be epistemically justified even when they are so thoroughly
mistaken that the occasional true ones are not good candidates for knowledge. The
assumption that epistemic justification, absent Gettier problems, turns true belief into
knowledge inevitably distorts the project of trying to understand what is involved in
having epistemically justified beliefs. The remedy is to jettison the assumption and
instead to develop an account of justification without feeling a need to smuggle into the
account constraints aimed at forging a necessary link between epistemic justification and
knowledge.

The specific account of epistemic justification I favor is one that understands epistemic
justification in terms of the subject not being susceptible to intellectual self-criticism.
If one’s opinions conform to one’s own deepest intellectual standards, in the sense that
they can withstand one’s own most severe critical scrutiny insofar as one’s goal is to
have accurate and comprehensive beliefs, then those opinions are epistemically justified.
This is a notion of epistemic justification that allows victims of an evil demon to have
justified beliefs even when deception by the demon is the norm and, hence, even when
their beliefs are produced by faculties that are not reliable in the actual world or in close
possible worlds.”

My principal purpose here, however, is not to defend a particular account of epistemic
justification but rather to illustrate the corrupting consequences of the assumption that
there is a conceptual tie between epistemic justification and knowledge. The assumption
distorts the project of trying to understand epistemic justification, and it also distorts the
project of trying to understand knowledge. As a final illustration of how it does so, return
to Sosa’s case of Superstitious S. According to Sosa, S lacks knowledge in this case, and
the reason he lacks knowledge is that his belief is not epistemically justified. More
precisely, given Sosa’s distinction between apt belief and justified belief, S lacks knowledge
because his true belief is not epistemically justified and, moreover, it is not made apt by
any other means.

Sosa is employing a strategy here that has become familiar in epistemology since
Gettier. The strategy is to describe cases in which a subject intuitively lacks knowledge
and then to employ the assumption that knowledge and justification are conceptually
connected to draw conclusions, indeed often strong conclusions, about knowledge,
epistemic justification, and the relation between them. The strategy can be understood as
a kind of epistemology game. Call it “the Gettier game.” The game starts with a case in
which a subject has a true belief but intuitively seems not to have knowledge, and the
play of the game is governed by the rule that justification is that which has to be added to
true belief in order for the belief to count as knowledge, with perhaps some fourth
condition added to handle Gettier problems. The goal of the game is to pinpoint, within
the constraints imposed by this rule, the precise defect that explains why the subject lacks
knowledge. A solution to the game can be one of three sorts. First, one can claim that
although the subject’s belief is true, it is not plausible to regard it as epistemically justified.
Second, one can claim that although it is plausible to regard the subject’s belief as
epistemically justified, it lacks a special fourth condition (for example, non-defectiveness
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or nondefeasibility) that has to be present in order for a true justified belief to be an
instance of knowledge. Third, one can claim that although at first glance it might seem
plausible to regard the subject’s belief as justified, the case illustrates why it is necessary
to amend the traditional notion of epistemic justification; once these amendments are
introduced (for example, by insisting that a belief is justified only if it is reliably generated),
one is in a position to explain why the subject lacks knowledge, namely, the subject’s
belief is not justified in the amended sense.

My recommendation is not to play the Gettier game but rather a different and much
simpler game. My game starts identically, namely, with a case in which a subject has a
true belief but intuitively seems not to have knowledge, but it is governed by a different
rule: look for other true beliefs that the subject lacks and that can plausibly account for
why the subject lacks knowledge. I claim that this game always has a solution.

For example, why does Superstitious S’s true belief that T will offer him a business
proposition lack knowledge of this proposition? Sosa says that the explanation is that S
lacks justification, but a simpler, more straightforward, and universally generalizable
explanation is that he lacks so many surrounding true beliefs that he does not have an
accurate, overall appreciation of his true situation. He lacks true beliefs about the
unreliability of horoscopes, about T’s having planted his horoscope on the day in ques-
tion, and about many other aspects of his situation. As a result, he does not have a
sufficiently accurate and comprehensive grasp of the topic at issue to have knowledge of
it. He may also lack justification, as Sosa suggests, but there is no need to cite his lack
of justification in explaining why he lacks knowledge. His lack of an adequate “picture”
of his true situation is enough to explain his lack of knowledge.

Or consider Alvin Goldman’s barn case.® You are driving in the country and stop in
front of a barn. Unbeknownst to you, the surrounding countryside is filled with barn
facsimiles. The facsimiles are so detailed that if you had stopped in front of any of them,
you would have been fooled into thinking you were looking at a real barn, but by luck
you have stopped in front of one of the few real barns left in the area. You have a true
belief that you are looking at a barn but you lack knowledge. Why is this? Is it because
you have been lucky, or because the process that caused your belief would have been
unreliable in close counterfactual situations, or because your justification is not indefeas-
ible? All these may be true of you, but the best explanation for why you lack knowledge
despite having a true belief is the most obvious one, namely, that you lack other, relevant
true beliefs. You are unaware of the barn facsimiles in the area and, moreover, the barn
story has been told in such a way as to highlight that this is an important lacuna in your
belief system.

So, according to the game I am recommending, in any case in which we from the
outside think a subject lacks knowledge despite having a true belief] it should be possible
to identify some significant aspect of the situation such that we from our external vantage
point can see that the subject lacks true beliefs about that aspect of the situation. My
claim, to repeat, is that this game always has a solution. In particular, my claim is that in
the enormous literature generated since Gettier’s article, with its vast number of cases
describing a subject who has a true belief P but intuitively lacks knowledge, in each and
every one of these cases it is possible to cite an important feature of the situation about
which the subject lacks true beliefs and where this lack plausibly accounts for the
intuition that the subject lacks knowledge.
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One way of conceiving this claim is to think of it as dropping out of the approach
recommended by indefeasibility theorists once the requirement that justification is neces-
sary for knowledge is abandoned. Indefeasibility theorists buy into the assumption that
justification is necessary for knowledge, and so, they are committed to the Gettier game.
However, when confronted with cases in which the subject intuitively lacks knowledge
despite having a justified true belief, they say, as I want to say, that the lack of knowledge
is to be explained by the subject’s lacking relevant true beliefs. But because they presup-
pose that justification is necessary for knowledge, they hook up the lack of true beliefs
with the justification requirement. The subject lacks knowledge, according to them,
because the missing true beliefs would defeat the subject’s justification for the target
belief. However, once the link between justification and knowledge is severed, as it
should be in any event given that in many instances of knowledge subjects are not in a
position to offer anything like defenses of their beliefs, a simpler and more elegant
explanation is possible. The subject’s lack of knowledge is to be explained by a lack of
true beliefs about some significant aspect of the situation.

I believe this claim can be adequately defended, but for my purposes here, my aim is
more limited. I am less interested in making the full case for the above claim than in
showing that epistemology is better off without the assumption that there is a conceptual
connection between epistemic justification and knowledge.
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Achieving Epistemic Ascent

RICHARD FUMERTON

Sosa’s epistemology has long been marked by an effort to avoid unnecessary polarization
through compromise that incorporates the insights of opposing camps. He has recently
urged us to view both the foundationalist/coherentist and the internalist/externalist
controversies in epistemology as false dichotomies. Can we find neutral ground between
these warring epistemological factions?

The Distinction between Animal and Reflective Knowledge
and the Search for Compromise

In Knowledge in Perspective and more recently “T'wo False Dichotomies,” Sosa stresses
a distinction between animal and reflective knowledge, or, following Descartes, cognitio
and scientia." Put very crudely, one achieves animal knowledge simply by getting at the
truth in an appropriate (non-accidental) way. The justification or epistemic virtue con-
stitutive of animal knowledge lends itself to an externalist analysis. Reflective knowledge,
the kind of knowledge that philosophers, for example, seek, requires more. It is here that
internalist intuitions are most at home. I will argue that there is something profoundly
right about Sosa’s attempt to make this distinction, and in this chapter I will evaluate not
only Sosa’s suggestion as to how to understand the nature of the ascent from animal to
reflective knowledge, but some competing views as well.

Sosa’s Conception of Animal Knowledge

Sosa’s account of animal knowledge is essentially a sophisticated variation on reliabilism.
In “Intellectual Virtue in Perspective” Sosa tries to analyze epistemic concepts like
knowledge employing as a conceptual building block the idea of an intellectual virtue. He
suggests that we understand an intellectual virtue of a person S as a relative concept.” S
has an intellectual virtue relative to some set of circumstances C, an environment E; an
inner nature I, and a field of propositions I, when S has an inner nature I such that if S
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is in C and E and has nature I and if S either believes or disbelieves some proposition P
from field F then S is very likely right with respect to P. Additional complications are
introduced into the analysis to deal with potential counterexamples and to answer certain
pragmatic questions that arise concerning the implicit choice of reference classes for C,
E, I, and F in our ascriptions of knowledge. But the essence of animal knowledge is
simply true belief that results from intellectual virtue as defined above.

Now I don’t propose to evaluate here the details of Sosa’s account of intellectual virtue
and the way in which it might figure into an analysis of animal-level knowledge (cognitio).}
Rather, I want to address the more general issue of whether we need some such externalist
account of epistemic concepts, and the question of whether we also need more robust
epistemic concepts satisfaction of which allows us to ascend from this sort of knowledge
and justified belief to the kind of knowledge and justified belief that internalists suggest
we seek in our more intellectual moments.

The Appeal of Externalism

The rise of naturalism and externalism in epistemology is, in part, a reaction to what
strikes many as the traditional epistemologist’s radical over-intellectualizing of belief
formation. Most Modern philosophers argued that we infer the vast majority of what we
believe about the world around us. Perceptual knowledge, they claimed, involves infer-
ence from truths we know more directly about the character of sense data or appearance.
Knowledge of the past involves inference from knowledge of truths about the present
content of “memory experience.” Knowledge of other minds involves inference based
on knowledge of truths describing the behavior of physical bodies. And the problem of
skepticism loomed large on the horizon because these same philosophers held very high
standards for what constitutes legitimate inference. One can reasonably believe one
proposition P as a result of reasonably believing some other proposition E only if one has
reason to believe that there is at least a probabilistic connection between the truth of
E and the truth of P.

The traditional epistemologist’s reasons for supposing that commonplace beliefs about
the external world, the past and other minds must be inferentially justified, if justified at
all, are familiar. The traditional epistemologist was a foundationalist who believed that
the only way to end regresses of justification was with non-inferentially justified belief.
Under the influence of Descartes, foundationalists sought to find their “first” truths
in infallible belief or infallible justification for belief. But the best justification we can
imagine for believing propositions about the external world, the past, and other minds,
seems perfectly consistent with those beliefs being false. To avoid a fairly radical skepticism
we would need to find justification for the beliefs of common sense in legitimate inference
from more secure foundations.

The attempt to defeat skepticism playing by the rules of the traditional foundationalist
has a troubled history, but before even attempting to reconstruct a plausible inferential
justification for everyday beliefs, we might certainly pause, with Reid, to worry about the
fact that we just don’t seem to make inferences of the sort the traditional view requires.
And if we don’t even make inferences of the relevant sort, how can we plausibly identify
the justification such beliefs enjoy as inferential justification?
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It’s important not to underestimate the depth of the phenomenological problem.
The traditional empiricist might be tempted to shrug off the alleged problem by turning
from conscious inference from occurrent belief to unconscious inference from disposi-
tional belief. It is undoubtedly true that we don’t typically consciously assent to proposi-
tions describing the character of fleeting, subjective appearance and infer from those
truths propositions about the external world. Nor do we consciously infer truths about
the past from propositions describing the occurrence of present memory experience.
We often seem to just sense that a good friend is unhappy or pensive without first
consciously noting some physical characteristic of expression or behavior. But none
of this implies that we lack the relevant dispositional beliefs about sense experience,
memory experience, or physical behavior, respectively. Furthermore, there is no reason
to deny that dispositional beliefs can be causally efficacious in producing other beliefs,
where the existence of those causal connections can constitute a plausible sort of uncon-
scious inference.

But as I indicated above, the problem is more serious for the traditional epistemologist.
As many have pointed out, it is not clear that we have even dispositional beliefs about the
kinds of mental states that the traditional foundationalist takes to be the subject matter of
contingent foundational knowledge.* Although I can’t argue it here, it does seem to me
almost a datum that there is such a thing as subjective experience, the occurrence of
which does not imply the truth of any proposition about the physical world. But we
typically don’t attend to appearance in the way that would be required to form the ground
of a dispositional belief. One of the first things an aspiring landscape painter needs to
learn is the fascinating and subtle differences between the appearances objects present.
Ordinary people aren’t even very good at recognizing the details of how things look even
when those very experiences serve as important causal clues for belief formation.

“Memory experience” is also notoriously difficult to find phenomenologically. It may
exist at some level of consciousness and it may be causally operative in producing beliefs
about the past, but there seems almost no plausibility to the claim that our beliefs about
the past are caused by beliefs, occurrent or dispositional, about the occurrence of memory
states. Beliefs about recent past events may be accompanied by various images, but it is
far from clear that these images are essential to remembering. Indeed, as Ayer suggested
some time ago, often there may be no more to remembering some fact than having a true
belief caused in the appropriate way by the past event.’

We might suppose that we must have noticed something about our friend’s behavior
in order to reach a conclusion about the friend’s mood, but the fact that we often can’t
describe, even to ourselves, what the behavioral clue was is surely prima facie evidence
that we simply don’t have a belief about that behavior. We are again hard-pressed to
discover a belief (justified or not) in premises from which we can legitimately infer our
conclusion.

Externalists bring to the table a refreshingly undemanding account of both non-
inferential and inferential justification. They seem to accommodate a possibility of justified
belief that is more in harmony with the phenomenological data. As a species we may have
evolved to respond to all sorts of noncognitive stimuli with appropriate beliefs and
expectations. And if we have relatively stable dispositions to arrive at the truth in this
way, why can’t we view the stimulus/response belief-forming mechanisms as the very
source of knowledge and justification? We need a concept of animal knowledge, of animal
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rationality, because we are animals among other animals. When the young gazelle
encounters a hungry lion for the first time, it is indeed fortunate that it does not need
to employ inductive reasoning to reach the conclusion that flight would be appropriate.
If the world is as we think it is, nature has no doubt taken care of this for the gazelle, and
although it may involve anthropomorphizing on our part, it is certainly noteworthy that
we describe the gazelle as knowing instinctively (without needing to rely on experience)
that there is danger present. While human beings are far more complex than gazelles,
and may have the capacity to form intentional states that precede such things as flight
behavior, it is hardly plausible to suppose that all of our beliefs and expectations are at the
mercy of our reasoning ability. And this is as fortunate for human survival as it is for the
survival of the gazelle. Hume put the point eloquently in discussing the way in which a
person responds to sensations with beliefs about the external world:

Nature has not left this to his choice, and has doubtless esteem’d it an affair of too great
importance to be trusted to our uncertain reasonings and speculations.®

The fact that we don’t take the plausibility of Hume’s supposition to reflect on the
possibility of making distinctions between reasonable and unreasonable belief, people
who have knowledge and people who don’t, strongly suggests that we do employ epistemic
concepts the satisfaction of which does not require all that much of cognitive agents. We
do, of course, find it useful to distinguish people who have capacities to get at the truth
in certain predictable ways from people who lack those capacities, and it is the epistemic
concepts we employ to mark such distinctions that externalists try to analyze in more
formal ways.

Dissatisfaction with Externalism: Is That All There Is?

But if we hard-core internalists are occasionally tempted to flirt with externalist analyses
of at least some epistemic concepts, we eventually always recoil at the suggestion that
there is no more to knowledge and justified belief than what the externalist has to offer.
Painting with a broad stroke, I would suggest that the fundamental internalist concern
is that having knowledge or justification in the externalist sense doesn’t seem to satisfy
philosophical curiosity. It doesn’t seem to provide any assurance of the sort the philosopher
seeks when wondering about the truth of various propositions. Even some confirmed
externalists seem to lose their nerve when moving up levels of knowledge and justifica-
tion. Plantinga, for example, seems content to argue that, given his externalist analysis of
knowledge and warrant, we might have non-inferential warrant for believing various
propositions about the existence of God. The “might” is surely an epistemic operator.
The implication is that we don’t #zow anything inconsistent with the proposition that the
Christian has the relevant knowledge. But the contextual implication of the use of the
modal operator seems to make the concession that we also don’t know that the Christian
does have such knowledge.” But on most externalist analyses of epistemic concepts,
having second-level knowledge that one knows or justified belief that one has a justified
belief is not much more difficult than having first-level knowledge or justified belief.
If justified belief is reliably produced belief and if beliefs about the past resulting from
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memory are justified because they are reliably produced, then, pace Alston,® the externalist
should allow that one can produce a straightforward track-record argument for the
conclusion that memory is reliable and get second-level justification for believing that
first-level beliefs about the past are justified. If memory and induction are reliable ways
of forming belief, one can remember remembering various events and remember those
events having occurred and can then use an inductive argument to generalize that beliefs
resulting from memories are usually true. Memory, induction, and perception can be
employed together to form the reliable belief that perception is reliable. Memory and
induction can be used to form the reliable belief that induction is reliable. If reliability is
the essence of justification, then achieving knowledge and justified belief at the higher
levels seems at our fingertips provided that there are the relevant reliable belief~forming
mechanisms at the first level. Plantinga’s Holy Spirit who aids in producing appropriate
beliefs about God and His nature can surely just as easily produce warranted metabeliefs
about the activity of the Holy Spirit in producing appropriate beliefs.

Despite all this, and despite having acknowledged that the externalist may have insight
into at least some epistemic concepts, we almost can’t help being seduced by an internalist
desire for more intellectually satisfying knowledge and justified belief, at least at higher
levels. The externalist argues that i/ memory is reliable then we have justified beliefs
about the past. And 7/ memory and induction are reliable then we probably have justified
beliefs that we have justified beliefs about the past. The externalist has opened the door
to the epistemic possibility of knowledge and justified belief at the first level, but for some
reason we shy away from the claim that it is epistemically impossible that we lack such
knowledge. It is not, I think, that the contextualist is right and that when doing philosophy
all kinds of skeptical alternatives suddenly become relevant. It is rather, I think, that when
doing philosophy and starting to think about the fundamental questions concerning
knowledge and justification we get serious and insist that knowledge and justification
require something more than a capacity to get at the truth in certain non-accidental ways.
But what is the ascent we want to achieve in gaining knowledge or justification of the sort
that will satisfy philosophical curiosity, provide intellectual assurance, and how can we
achieve it?

Sosa’s Conception of Epistemic Ascent to
Reflective Knowledge

In a number of places, most recently in “Two False Dichotomies,” Sosa suggests an
answer to this question of what is necessary to achieve reflective knowledge. He begins
by emphasizing the following principle of epistemic ascent:

(KA) If one really knows that P and one considers whether one does, then one
must be justified in thinking that one does.

Notice that Sosa does not assert that knowledge implies knowing that one knows, or even
that knowledge implies having the capacity to know that one knows. Nor is it clear whether
he would accept an analogous principle of ascent for justification:
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(JA) If one really believes P justifiably then if one considers whether one does then
one must be justified in thinking that one believes P justifiably.

This latter issue is important if we fear regress from Sosa’s ascent principle. After all,
while one might think it initially plausible to suppose that someone’s knowing P requires
that person to believe justifiably that he knows that P if he considers the question, do we
also want to insist that if the person were to consider the question of whether he
justifiably believes that he knows that P he would find himself justifiably believing that
he justifiably believes that he knows that P, and so on ad infinitum? In no time at all the
higher-level beliefs will presumably get too complicated for any normal epistemic agent
to keep things straight.

I want to be clear about the nature of the regress I fear from JA. I’'m not suggesting
that a principle of ascent need involve one in conceptual regress. Just because one thinks
that my justifiably believing P would require me to justifiably believe that I am justified
in believing P if T consider the question, it doesn’t fo/low that that justified metabelief
need be constitutive of my justifiably believing P. In other words, it needn’t be an analytic
truth that if T justifiably believe P then upon consideration I would justifiably believe that
I have such justification. But even if the principle were not analytic, a principle of ascent
concerning justification might require something of which finite epistemic agents are
clearly incapable. Now it may be that Sosa would reject JA and for that reason deny that
he faces any problematic regresses, but I’'m not sure why JA has any less initial plausibility
than KA, particularly if we can make a distinction between animal-level justification and
reflective justification analogous to Sosa’s distinction between animal-level knowledge
and reflective knowledge.

Why exactly does Sosa think that KA is plausible? Well, he begins by asking us how
we would react to the person who responds to the question “Do you know that P?” by
saying, for example, “Maybe, maybe not.” Don’t we think that such a person has within
his or her doxastic system a kind of disharmony that destroys the possibility of first-level
reflective knowledge? That suggestion does seem initially plausible, but I wonder whether
one could acknowledge its plausibility without introducing levels of knowledge (animal
and reflective). Perhaps, for example, the plausibility of Sosa’s claim stems from nothing
more problematic than the fact that the subjective certainty condition for knowledge
(at least knowledge of the sort that philosophers are interested in, or ordinary people are
interested in when they make clear by various inflections that they want to know whether
you really know that P) looks like it’s failing when uncertainty is revealed at the higher
level. When the criminal defense lawyer asks the witness if he is absolutely certain that
he saw the defendant at the scene of the crime, she will no doubt claim a victory of sorts
if the witness responds “Maybe, maybe not, but there’s at least a 50/50 chance that
I’m certain.” That sort of meta-level uncertainty about certainty seems, at the very least,
to be in strong tension with the possibility of being genuinely certain at the first level.
But 'm not sure that the tension is anything other than an epistemic tension. If we
suppose that generally people have a kind of unproblematic access to their own occurrent
mental states, then if someone is hemming and hawing about whether or not he is certain
that P, that’s pretty strong evidence that he really isn’t certain that P. But that it
constitutes strong counter-evidence against first-level certainty needn’t seduce us into
thinking that a plausible metaphysical account of first-level certainty should reveal a
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necessary connection between possessing it and having the capacity to be certain that
one possesses it.

Another perfectly plausible hypothesis as to how second-level facts concerning justified
belief about knowledge might destroy the possibility of genuine first-level knowledge
concerns reflection on the truth condition for knowledge. If 'm thinking about first-level
knowledge in an orderly way, I might think separately about the various conditions that
seem individually necessary and jointly sufficient for knowledge. And, of course, one
of those conditions is the truth-condition. I know that P only if P is true. Now if 'm
evaluating the possibility of my knowing that P by first examining the truth-condition,
and conclude that I have no reason to believe that I know because I have no reason to
believe P, then it follows rather straightforwardly on most Gettier-proofed justified true
belief accounts of knowledge that I should infer that I don’t know that P — I don’t know
that P because I don’t have a justified belief that P, and in its absence, of course, I don’t
have justified true belief of the sort that could constitute knowledge.

But suppose I do have good reason to believe that P and that I have good reason to
think that I am certain that P. On a justified true belief account of knowledge, what else
could prevent me from having a justified belief that I know that P if I really do? Well,
of course, I might not have good evidence for believing that I have good evidence
for believing P. In “T'wo False Dichotomies” Sosa claims that “one’s belief amounts to
reflective knowledge only if one can say that one does know, not just arbitrarily, but with
adequate justification.” Now if I find myself lacking good evidence for thinking that
I have good evidence for believing P it probably would be a violation of the rules govern-
ing conversational implicature to go around c/aiming that I know that P. In most contexts
you are not supposed to make claims if you realize that you don’t have good reason to
believe what you claim. But from the fact that I shouldn’t say that I know that P if I don’t
have good reason to believe that I know that P, it doesn’t, of course, follow that I can’t
know that P without having good reason to believe that I know that P. If I don’t have
good reason to believe that it is raining outside now (or at least if I realize that I don’t
have good reason to believe that it is raining outside now), then I shouldn’t say that it is
raining outside now. But from the fact that I shouldn’t say that it is raining outside now,
it doesn’t follow that it isn’t raining outside now. Without a justified belief that I've
satisfied the conditions for knowledge (whatever they are), I shouldn’t claim to know P,
but it doesn’t follow that if I don’t have a justified belief that I know that P, I can’t know
that P (even after I consider the question of whether or not I do have such evidence).

Summarizing, there may be interesting evidential connections between lacking justifica-
tion for believing that one knows and lacking knowledge, and there may be interesting
connections between lacking justification for believing one knows vis-a-vis the appropri-
ateness of claiming to know, but have we yet been given any reason to suppose that there
1s an important kind of knowledge, reflective knowledge, that requires having the capacity
to form justified beliefs that we have some other kind of knowledge? Notice that if my
understanding of Sosa is correct, then this is the right way to put the relevant question.
We are concerned with understanding the conditions under which one can ascend to one
sort of knowledge, reflective knowledge, by being able to justifiably believe that we have
another sort of knowledge, animal knowledge. Does reflection on the plausibility of a
principle of epistemic ascent gives us a good reason to distinguish two different concepts
of knowledge?
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Let’s suppose we provide an analysis of knowledge and that we have some individual
S who satisfies the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge proposed by the
analysis. Following Sosa, we can recognize the following three possibilities:

1 S might know that P but be justified in believing that he doesn’t.

2 S might know that P but have no reason to believe that he knows though also no
reason to believe that he doesn’t know.

3 S might know that P and also have strong justification for believing that he knows
that P.

Of the three epistemic situations S might be in, Sosa argues, (3) is surely berter than
(1) and (2). So if we have an externalist analysis of knowledge that seems to fall short of
an epistemic ideal and we are trying to suggest some way in which one can improve one’s
epistemic position so that one possesses a different kind of knowledge, a berter kind of
knowledge — reflective knowledge, then isn’t it plausible to define reflective knowledge in
terms of knowledge plus? Reflective knowledge is knowledge plus at least the capacity to
reach a justified conclusion that one has knowledge. We can reconcile an externalist
analysis of knowledge with our internalist yearnings for something more satisfying by
simply distinguishing two kinds of knowledge — animal knowledge understood in terms
of arriving at truth reliably,” and reflective knowledge understood in terms of possessing
internal justification for believing that one is getting at truth reliably. One can avoid
having to choose between externalism and internalism. Furthermore, if Sosa is correct
and we should understand the justification that turns animal knowledge into reflective
knowledge in terms of coherence, then we may also be able to reconcile our foundationalist
inclinations with our implicit recognition of the epistemic importance of coherence,
by accepting an externalist, but still foundationalist, account of animal knowledge and
combining it with a coherence theory of justification of the sort necessary to turn animal
knowledge into reflective knowledge.

An Externalist Response

The externalist will probably reject Sosa’s offer of compromise. The externalist typically
offers an analysis of knowledge with an externalist justification condition. The knowledge
defined will not, of course, require any logical connection between knowing and having
justification for believing that one knows. When Sosa asks the externalist whether it
wouldn’t be better to know that P and also have the capacity to justifiably recognize that
one has such knowledge, the externalist can certainly respond in the affirmative. From an
epistemic point of view, it’s probably better to know that one knows that P than just to
know that P, better to justifiably believe that one knows that P than just to know that P,
better to justifiably believe that one has a justified belief that P than just to have a justified
belief that P, and so on. When one emphasizes the qualification “from an epistemic point
of view,” these may just be tautologies. If from an epistemic point of view more know-
ledge and justified belief is better than less knowledge and justified belief, then the above
claims are all obviously true. But one can admit all this and propose precisely the same
externalist analysis of the higher-level epistemic states that one provides of the lower-
level epistemic states.
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Sosa’s Epistemic Ladder

Sosa will reject an attempt to climb an epistemic ladder of ascent from animal knowledge
to reflective knowledge by layering meta-level knowledge or justified belief on first-level
knowledge or justified belief when the knowledge or justified belief at the meta level is given
the same externalist analysis as first-level knowledge or justified belief. And 1 think he is
absolutely right in thinking that this sort of ascent doesn’t ever really get us into the
better epistemic position we seek. It doesn’t really allow us to leave the realm of animal
knowledge. In short, Sosa’s compromise is to give the externalist an externalist under-
standing of animal knowledge but require for reflective knowledge something more
satisfying. If what I said earlier in this chapter is plausible, the problem with leaving
one’s meta-epistemology with only the conceptual resources of epistemic concepts
understood as the externalist understands them is that we realize that satisfying such
concepts doesn’t give us the kind of assurance of truth we seek as philosophers, or simply
as cognitive agents who find ourselves reflectively worried about whether or not we really
know what we think we know. If T start to wonder whether there really is a physical
world with the characteristics I take it to have, my intellectual curiosity isn’t affected
one way or another by the fact that I happen to be getting at truths about that world in a
non-accidental way. Nature or Plantinga’s God may have arranged for me to get at the
truth when prompted by appropriate stimuli, but that doesn’t do me any good at all
when it comes to assuring myself that I am indeed getting at the truth. And I believe it is
precisely that sort of assurance that reflective knowledge (or reflective justified belief)
is supposed to provide.

How does one get the additional assurance that would constitute having reflective
knowledge? Sosa’s answer is that one gets oneself metabeliefs about the sources of one’s
beliefs where the metabeliefs cohere in important ways. Put too crudely, perhaps, Sosa
wants to understand reflective knowledge as animal knowledge with coherent belief that
one has animal knowledge where the coherence of one’s beliefs about the ways in which
one comes to believe reliably constitutes the kind of justification that will satisfy the
internalist’s demands on knowledge.

But now one must insure that the account of justification that one employs in one’s
account of reflective knowledge does not itself leave one yearning for a more satisfying
ascent to yet another sort of justification. The following observations are hardly original.
Indeed, the most devastating internalist critique of coherence as a source of philosophic-
ally satisfying justification was given by BonJour when he himself was a coherence
theorist."” BonJour argued that coherence without access to coherence wouldn’t give the
internalist the sort of justification the internalist wants. To his enormous credit, BonJour
effectively reminded us that there are two sorts of coherence theories — internalist and
externalist. One can define a belief’s having justification simply in terms of its cohering
well with other beliefs in one’s doxastic system. Or one can insist that having justification
for a belief requires that one be amware of the fact that one’s belief coheres with the rest of
what one believes. If one understands justification in terms of coherence without requiring
access to that coherence, then it seems clear to me that we will now need to make a dis-
tinction between “animal” justification, and reflective justification, between justification
that is intellectually satisfying and justification that is not. We can surely mimic Sosa’s
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rhetorical questions concerning ascent with respect to knowledge and ascent with respect
to justification defined in terms of external coherence. Wouldn’t it be somehow better
not only to have a belief that coheres with the rest of one’s beliefs but also to
be aware of the fact that one’s belief system is indeed coherent? If satisfying reflective
epistemic concepts is supposed to put us in a more satisfactory epistemic position, then
surely reflective justification requires not only coherence but also access to coherence.
But access coherence theories face insuperable problems.

How precisely are we to understand access to coherence? Minimally, it would involve
access to our beliefs and access to logical and probabilistic connections. But “access” is
itself a thinly disguised epistemic term. If “access to” means “knowledge of” or “justified
belief about” our coherence theory of reflective knowledge or our coherence theory of
justification faces vicious conceptual circularity. Sosa’s strategy for distinguishing between
animal and reflective knowledge avoids structural circularity. He can define animal
knowledge without invoking the concept of justification (defined in terms of coherence)
and he can then define reflective knowledge in terms of justified belief about animal
knowledge. But the conceptual circularity will only be postponed if he concedes that
coherence without access to coherence doesn’t do the job of giving us the sort of justifica-
tion that would satisfy an internalist. Without access requirements to coherence, however,
it’s not clear that we have given the internalist anything that would allow the internalist
to view the internalism/externalism debate as a false dichotomy.

Coherence theorists who try to incorporate access into an account of justification may
be able to escape conceptual circularity by introducing yet another epistemic concept into
their conceptual framework. If coherence without access to coherence cannot constitute
philosophically satisfying justification, then why not simply recognize that in addition to
coherence one needs to introduce some notion of being aware of (having access to, having
direct acquaintance with) belief states and relations of coherence? The answer, of course,
is that in doing so one will simply cease being a coherence theorist. It does, of course, seem
entirely plausible to suppose that we have a kind of unproblematic access to what we
occurrently believe and certain logical, perhaps even probabilistic, connections between
propositions we believe. It is revealing that historically coherence theorists just seemed to
give themselves knowledge of what they believe (just as contemporary anti-realists just
seem to give themselves unproblematic knowledge of the ways in which they represent
reality). But what business do they have presupposing unproblematic access to mental
states? If there is such a thing as direct acquaintance with mental states, and it can
constitute a kind of knowledge or justification of propositions made true by those mental
states, then one is a traditional foundationalist and not a coherentist (though one may,
of course, acknowledge certain inferential connections between foundationally justified
belief as providing a way of increasing the justification those foundationally justified
beliefs enjoy).

But isn’t the problem of getting reflective knowledge or justified belief obviously going
to arise even for a traditional foundationalist who tries to understand non-inferential
justification in terms of direct acquaintance with a fact? I can’t really address that question
fully here, but I do think the answer is “no.” When one is directly acquainted with one’s
pain while one believes that one is in pain and while one is also directly aware of the
correspondence between the thought that one is in pain and the pain, that just is the
epistemic state that constitutes genuine reflective knowledge. That just is the epistemic
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state that satisfies philosophical curiosity, that constitutes philosophical assurance. When
one represents the world a certain way and one has the relevant truth-maker for that
representation unproblematically before consciousness, there is nothing more one could
want by way of epistemic assurance.

Epistemic Descent: Another Approach to Distinguishing
Reflective from Animal Knowledge and Rationality

If there is a moral to be drawn from the above discussion, it may be that one should szart
one’s meta-epistemological investigations by trying to discover a kind of knowledge and
justified belief that is a good candidate for reflective knowledge and justification. Reflective
knowledge and justified belief must be such that when one possesses it one thereby gains
the kind of assurance that satisfies one’s intellectual curiosity. Earlier in this chapter,
T argued that Sosa is right to mark a distinction between reflective and animal knowledge.
I think it is equally important to mark a distinction between intellectually satisfying
justification and belief the rationality of which falls short of providing intellectual
assurance. Rather than start by trying to understand animal knowledge and justification,
however, I think we might more profitably begin with an internalist account of reflective
knowledge and justification and work our way down, so to speak, to less intellectually
demanding externalist concepts of knowledge and justified belief.

I’ve argued at some length elsewhere for a very traditional distinction between
foundationally justified belief and inferentially justified belief. As my earlier remarks
indicate, I believe one should understand non-inferential justification in terms of direct
acquaintance with facts, representations of those facts and correspondence holding
between the representations and the facts. I want to focus here, however, on inferential
justification. I argued earlier that the traditional epistemologist maintained demanding
standards for inferential justification. Traditional epistemologists (and for that matter,
most proponents of contemporary externalist variations of foundationalism) insist that to
be inferentially justified in believing P on the basis of E one must be justified in believing
E. But they also argued that an ideal epistemic agent possessing ideal inferential justifica-
tion for believing P on the basis of E would be aware of either a logical or probabilistic
connection between E and P. As we remarked earlier, however, these requirements for
inferential justification are so strong that it seems doubtful that ordinary epistemic agents
(or, for that matter, most epistemologists) can satisfy them.

We should emphasize, however, that one of the advantages of distinguishing animal
rationality (knowledge) from reflective rationality (knowledge) is that we shouldn’t be
particularly surprised to discover that we lack reflective knowledge and justified belief.
Epistemologists have been preoccupied, almost obsessed, with the goal of defeating skepti-
cism. It just doesn’t seem right to suppose that we must conclude from our philosophical
frustration at responding in an intellectually satisfying way to skeptical arguments that
we lack any sort of knowledge and justified belief. But the whole point of distinguishing
animal rationality from the kind of rational belief that satisfies philosophical curiosity is
that we can allow the possibility of animal-level knowledge and justified belief while
maintaining suitably high standards for the kind of knowledge and justification we seek
as philosophers. If Hume was right, we might just be out of luck when it comes to
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satisfying reason (intellectually demanding reason) with respect to the vast majority of
what we believe. But that doesn’t mean we will stop trying or that we will pretend to
have satisfied reason when the answers to our philosophical questions remain elusive.

But what sort of rational belief or knowledge could we possess if we fail to satisfy the
more intellectually demanding standards of reflective knowledge and justified belief?
What could constitute a kind of inferential justification that falls short of genuine reflective
inferential justification? Well, it could be the case that we have a complex set of justified
dispositional beliefs which together with the occurrence of various psychological states
(sensations and memories, for example) cause us to believe various propositions about our
environment. I have argued elsewhere that one should view facts as the relata of causal
connection, where a fact is understood in terms of particulars’ exemplifying relational
or non-relational properties at a time."' Indeed, I think that the most straightforward
generality theories of causation require something like facts to be the relata of causal connec-
tion. Once we identify causes and effects in terms of the exemplification of properties, we
have a straightforward way of identifying the regularities that constitute the relevant
constant conjunctions — @’s being F at ¢ will cause it to be G at 7 + 1 when it is a law of
nature that whenever something is F at one time it is immediately thereafter G.

There is an advantage to the internalist trying to make room for a derivative externalist
conception of knowledge and rational belief in allowing that facts are the relata of causal
connection. Facts are also the most plausible candidates for the truth-makers of proposi-
tions. The very sensory state that (together with background beliefs) causes me to believe
that there is a table before me is also the truth-maker for a proposition describing that
state. Perhaps we can understand the rationality of the belief that results from a sensory
state in terms of the evidential connections that hold between propositions describing
the sensory state, the propositions justifiably but only dispositionally believed, and the
proposition that it is the object of the belief that is produced. Reflective inferential
justification requires that we be aware of evidential connections between propositions
believed. Unreflective inferential justification requires only that the relevant evidential
connections obtain where the relata of the connections include not only propositions
believed but propositions that are not believed but are made true by the experiential
states that causally contribute to our “conclusions.” The resulting account of unreflective
justification will be importantly external in that we are allowing that one can have
inferential justification without having cognitive access to the justifier. But it also can
contain elements of internalism, at least if one insists that the causes that are the justifiers
must all be internal states. The account of non-reflective inferential justification can be
employed in an account of non-reflective inferential knowledge, although the account
will be no more unproblematic than other justified true belief accounts of knowledge that
need to find additional conditions to avoid Gettier problems.

The above suggestion for externalizing a kind of knowledge and justification that is
less demanding than the sort that philosophers seek to satisfy is not new. Haack defends
a version of it in explaining the foundationalist elements in her foundherentism.'? Haack
wants experience to play a crucial role in the justification of beliefs but, largely for the
kind of phenomenological reasons discussed earlier, she doesn’t want knowledge of the
external world to rely on beliefs about the character of sensory states. She also wants to
suggest that we can relate the causal role experience plays to an evidential role by defining
its evidential role in terms of evidential connections between propositions describing the
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experience and the propositions about the physical world believed as a result of those
experiences. It seems to me, however, that she has a far too liberal view as to which pro-
positions describing experience one considers in evaluating its evidential role. At one
point, for example, she suggests that the relevant proposition describing the propositional/
evidential counterpart of the sensory state A has when seeing a rabbit is the following:

A is in the sort of perceptual state a normal subject would be in, in normal circumstances,
when looking at a rabbit three feet away and in good light. ( Evidence and Inquiry, 80)

If one employs a proposition like this in assessing the epistemic contribution of the
experience, one might as well make life really easy in the fight to avoid skepticism and let
the relevant proposition be:

A is now having an experience that is caused by the presence of a rabbit before A.

A’s sensory experience will now provide A with infallible justification for believing that
the rabbit is present!

Our account of non-reflective inferential justification obviously needs some principled
way to choose from among the indefinitely many propositions describing experience the
relevant one for the purpose of assessing the epistemic contribution of the experience.
Again, this is where the metaphysics of causation might help. An experience exemplifies
infinitely many properties, relational and non-relational, but only certain properties are
such that their exemplification plays a causal role in producing belief. We can take the
properties that are causally relevant to be those constitutive of the fact that is the truth-
maker for the relevant evidential proposition. My belief that there is a table in front of
me is caused by a visual experience that may have the property of being the kind of
experience usually caused by tables under these sorts of conditions, but reflection on
standard epistemological problems strongly suggests that it is only the non-relational
intrinsic character of the experience that is causally relevant to producing the belief. I’d
believe precisely the same thing about the table if I lived in a world in which demons
typically produce hallucinatory experience. So on the account I’'m suggesting the only
experiential proposition relevant to assessing the epistemic contribution of the experience
would be the proposition made true by the exemplification of the non-relational (intrinsic)
properties of the experiential state.”

Unreflective Knowledge, Justified Belief, and Skepticism

I want to make clear that in introducing an intellectually less demanding concept of
knowledge and justified belief, I am not asserting that we Aave knowledge and justified
belief of this sort. It may be that we have animal knowledge even though we don’t have
reflective knowledge, but it may be that we lack both reflective and animal knowledge.
The italicized modal operator is epistemic and we now have a perfectly natural way of
interpreting it. Relative to what we (or at least most of us) reflectively know it is both
epistemically possible that we have unreflective knowledge and epistemically possible
that we lack it.
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Conclusion

Sosa is fundamentally correct in suggesting that we needn’t choose between internalism

and externalism. Furthermore, he is fundamentally correct in suggesting that the ground
for compromise is to be found in a distinction between kinds of knowledge, and, I would
add, kinds of justification. I have strong reservations about the attempt to understand

intellectually satisfying knowledge by layering justification understood in terms of coher-
ence upon animal knowledge. Instead, I would try to find a kind of animal knowledge by
stripping away some of the more intellectually demanding conditions on reflective infer-

ential knowledge while leaving in place the fundamental role of evidential connections.
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Sosa on Reflective Knowledge
and Virtue Perspectivism

ALVIN GOLDMAN

One of the pervasive features of Ernest Sosa’s epistemology is intellectual virtue. Not
only does he elevate intellectual virtue to a central position in epistemological theory, but
his work itself displays many of the same virtues of which it speaks. Sosa praises the
comprehensiveness of coherence, for example, and his own writing is distinguished by its
remarkably comprehensive coverage of the epistemological literature. He praises reliability
and cognitive “aptness,” and his own epistemological points so often hit the mark, at
least by my lights, that his reliability in matters epistemic is difficult to exceed. However,
the purpose of an author-meets-critics volume is not to extol the author’s virtues.
Presumably, it is to do something like uncover the author’s vices. Even if the term ‘vice’
does not find any natural application in the present instance, I shall at any rate undertake
the task of identifying some smallish places where I worry whether Sosa gets things
right. Or, of equal relevance, I shall attempt to identify some features of his overall
epistemological position where I fail to detect the rich internal coherence that Sosa sets
as a standard for the highest level of human knowledge.

Reflective versus Animal Knowledge

Sosa distinguishes two kinds of knowledge: “animal” knowledge and “reflective” know-
ledge (“Intellectual Virtue in Perspective,” “Reflective Knowledge in the Best Circles,”
“Beyond Internal Foundations to External Virtues”). Animal knowledge only requires
that one track reality, whereas reflective knowledge requires, in addition, “awareness of
how one knows” (RK, 427). In other words, animal knowledge is a matter of arriving at
true belief by the employment of reliable faculties, whereas reflective knowledge involves,
in addition, knowledge that one’s faculties are reliable. Reflective knowledge, which Sosa
sometimes links to Descartes’s scientia, requires “relevant knowledge of one’s reliability”
(RK, 426). At this point it looks as if Sosa might be embracing a wholly externalist
epistemology. If the second-order knowledge involved in reflective knowledge is also, like
first-level or animal knowledge, a purely reliabilist or “externalist” type of knowledge,
then although reflective knowledge is indeed something stronger than animal knowledge,
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it will not be accepted by internalist epistemologists as the best kind of knowledge of
which humans are capable, or the kind of knowledge to which Descartes and other
epistemologists aspire. Driven at least in part by this consideration, Sosa builds a strong
coherence requirement into his notion of reflective knowledge — and also into his con-
ception of virtue perspectivism. The link between reflective knowledge and coherence is
formulated in the following passage: “[R]eflective knowledge, while building on animal
knowledge, goes beyond it precisely in the respect of integrating one’s beliefs into a more
coherent framework. This it does especially through attaining an epistemic perspective
within which the object-level of animal beliefs may be seen as reliably based, and thus
transmuted into reflective knowledge” (TR, 196). The exact role and rationale for coherence
in this theory is one of the main issues I wish to explore.

Before turning to the coherence proposal, let us pursue its motivation a bit further.
To keep things simple, let’s assume that “S has animal knowledge that p” is analyzed
as “S has a reliably formed true belief that p.” (Issues about Gettier-proofing and
excluding relevant alternatives are set aside.) Then an initial proposal for “S has reflect-
ive knowledge that p” would be: “S has a reliably formed true belief that p, and
S also has a reliably formed true belief that his belief that p was reliably formed.”
This clearly incorporates an element of reflection or “perspective-taking”; it requires a
perspective “within which the object-level of animal beliefs [is] seen as reliably based.”
So why wouldn’t the proposed analysis capture an adequate conception of reflective
knowledge, though it does not specify a coherence component? The answer is, presum-
ably, that if first-order reliabilist-style knowledge is somehow inferior to quintessentially
human knowledge, then adding an element of second-order reliabilist-style knowledge
(and further such orders) won’t cure the problem. We shall still be left with inferior
grades of knowledge. It appears, then, that the distinctive component of human know-
ledge isn’t higher-orderness or reflectiveness per se. Coherence seems to be brought in
to upgrade the general type or style of knowledge in a way that higher-orderness or
reflectiveness itself would fail to accomplish. What is it about coherence that secures this
upgrading?

Sosa himself raises insightful problems for the thesis that coherence per se contributes
toward justifiedness. According to an approach to coherence that Sosa endorses, coherence
requires an appropriate match between a person’s experiential or sensory contents and
her beliefs. Other things being equal, it would be incoherent to have a visual experience
of a telephone on the wall and at the same time believe that there is no telephone on the
wall. Now consider Sosa’s discussion (BIF, 137—40) of Monica, who has a visual experi-
ence of a hen with 48 speckles (based on Chisholm’s treatment of the same problem,
in Chisholm, 1942). Although people have the reliable capacity to accurately detect the
numerosity of 3 speckles without counting, they have no comparable power for accurate
detection of the numerosity of 48 speckles without counting. To use a term of some
psychologists, people can “subitize” 3 speckles but not 48. Suppose now that Monica
believes, correctly, that her visual experience features 48 speckles; then according to the
proposed condition for coherence, her belief is coherent. At least it is coherent relative to
her experience, and we may also suppose that it is coherent (or not incoherent) with
respect to her other beliefs. Finally suppose that she arrives at her 48-speckles belief neither
by subitizing nor by counting; it’s just a lucky guess. Then surely it isn’t justified. So
coherence per se does not seem to contribute toward justifiedness.'
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This point can be elaborated with another example designed to show that coherence
per se does not contribute toward justifiedness. Suppose Brian arrives at a set of coherent
beliefs without detecting, or being aware of, their mutual coherence. For example, he
might acquire a thousand beliefs by testimony, each one from a separate source. As it
happens, the believed propositions constitute a highly coherent story, on any plausible
criterion of coherence. Does the mere unnoticed fact of their coherence make a positive
contribution toward the justifiedness of Brian’s beliefs? It seems not. The several beliefs
might each have some degree of justifiedness from their testimonial credentials, but they
won’t accrue any additional justifiedness from their purely accidental and unnoticed
relationship of mutual coherence. At least so it seems to me.” Would it help if Brian
believed in their coherence? It depends on the source of such a belief. If Brian’s coherence
belief is produced by mere guesswork, then, as in the 48-speckles example, there doesn’t
seem to be any added increment of justifiedness.

What is necessary for added justifiedness, then, is that the subject must arrive at a
belief in his system’s coherence by some sort of reliable process of coherence detection,
presumably some sort of reasoning process. The same diagnosis holds for the 48-speckles
example. Justifiedness of the 48-speckles belief would only accrue if the person used
a reliable process of determining the number of speckles. In principle, it could be a
“subitizing” process; but in fact people’s capacity for subitizing doesn’t extend to 48
items. Alternatively, a counting process would suffice. But now the moral is apparent.
It isn’t coherence per se — a certain relationship between the contents of one’s beliefs
and/or perceptual experiences — that contributes toward justification and hence toward
“superior” knowledge. The coherence in question must be detected by a reliable process
or method. But that seems to suggest that even in the domain of coherence, what really
does the epistemic work is reliable processes.

This point is often missed by coherentists, or papered over by dubious moves. For
example, BonJour (1985) candidly acknowledges that if a coherentist rests content
with de facto coherence as the criterion of justifiedness, he may be stuck with a kind of
externalism. BonJour writes: “It would be possible, of course, to adopt an externalist
version of coherentism. Such a view would hold that the person whose belief is justified
need himself have no cognitive access to the fact of coherence, that his belief is justified
if it in fact coheres with his system of beliefs, whether or not such coherence is cognitively
accessible to him” (1985: 101). As a proper internalist, BonJour rejects this externalist
version of coherentism. His solution, however, is to introduce his notorious “doxastic
presumption,” a mere assumption or posit that every agent has cognitive access to facts
of coherence and a stipulation to the effect that a person’s metabelief about coherence
does not itself need to be justified (1985: 103). If he hadn’t helped himself to this dubious
doxastic presumption, BonJour might have recognized that the spirit of internalism
requires metabeliefs about coherence also to be justified. And what else could plausibly
confer justificational status on such metabeliefs except their being the product of some
causal process that is suitably reliable?

My question for Sosa is why /e seems to think that an additional ingredient beyond
reliability is needed for “superior” knowledge, and why he regards coherence as such an
ingredient. After all, he himself seems to appreciate the sorts of difficulties for coherentism
described in the preceding paragraphs. So why does he think that de facto coherence
yields the desired “surplus” value, whereas reliably produced higher-level belief in first-
order reliability doesn’t yield such an element?
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Sosa does offer some answers to this question. He compares reason in general, includ-
ing coherentist reasoning, with retentive memory, classifying both as “transmission”
faculties. Transmission faculties cannot guarantee the truth of their outputs, since that
depends on the quality of their inputs as well.* However, he writes, “our transmission
faculties are valuable . . . , if only because they combine with other faculties to increase
vastly the total yield of true beliefs” (RK, 421). This is what he thinks coherence delivers.
“How does internal coherence, of little significant epistemic value in itself, become more
valuable when combined with external aptness? Coherence-seeking inferential reason,
like retentive memory, is of epistemic value when combined with externally apt faculties
of perception, because when so combined it, like retentive memory, gives us a more
comprehensive grasp of the truth than we would have in its absence” (RK, 421).

The first point to notice is that this rationale for the extra cognitive value of coherence
is truth-invoking, and hence just as externalist as reliability. Why would an internalist
be happy with this, or prize it above and beyond reliability? To be sure, coherence is
a relation among beliefs and experiences, which are themselves internal states. But other
reliable cognitive processes equally involve internal states and operations. What puts
coherence on to a distinct footing from them, so that it is capable of turning animal
knowledge into some kind of superior knowledge whereas they are not so capable?

Return to the cited passage, where Sosa uses the phrase “a more comprehensive grasp
of the truth” to identify the extra worth of coherence. What does he mean by this? Does
he mean that a single truth is grasped more comprehensively? It is not clear what it could
mean for a single truth to be grasped more or less comprehensively. What must be meant
is that a larger number of truths are grasped as a result of coherence (combined with
other, externally apt, faculties). This is confirmed by an earlier passage, also cited above,
in which Sosa speaks of increasing “the total yield of true beliefs.” The capacity to
produce a larger number of true beliefs is a cognitive merit distinct from reliability. It is
what I have elsewhere called “power” (Goldman 1986, chapter 6). The question is
whether the power-increasing capacity of a process contributes to justifiedness and hence
to superior knowledge. I don’t believe that it does.

Consider two types of doxastic-attitude-forming processes, which are otherwise