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The Question

When I take a sip from the coffee in my cup, I can taste that it is sweet.
When I hold the cup with my hands, I can feel that it is hot. Why does the
experience of feeling that the cup is hot give me justification for believing
that the cup is hot? And why does the experience of tasting that the coffee is
sweet give me justification for believing that the coffee is sweet? In general
terms:

Why is it that a sense experience that P is a source of justification—a
reason—for believing that P?

Call this the Question. I will discuss various answers to the Question, and
defend the one I myself favor.

The way I have put the Question assumes that sense experiences have
propositional content.1 This assumption makes it easy to articulate the
issues I wish to discuss. However, what I’m going to say can be recast so
as to avoid commitment to propositional content. Nothing essential is going
to hinge on this matter, and thus there is no need to dwell on it.

The kind of justification of which sense experience is a source is prima
facie, or defeasible. For example, the experience of feeling that my cup of
coffee is hot will typically justify me in believing that it is. But it won’t when
I know that I have ice cold hands, for then a cup will feel hot even if it is
merely lukewarm. Since the defeasibility of sense experience is a rather
obvious matter, I trust I will not be misunderstood when henceforth I will
not attach the qualifier ‘prima facie’ to the word ‘justification’ every single
time I use it, but instead simply speak of justification.
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The Question should be distinguished from a different one, namely:

Under which conditions does a sense experience that P justify me in
believing that P?

The two questions are obviously closely related. Nevertheless, it is one thing
for a sense experience that P to give me a reason for believing that P, and
another for such an experience to remain undefeated, that is, to succeed in
justifying my belief. Suppose you’re before a wall that looks red to you.
Your sense experience gives you justification—a reason—for believing that
the wall is red. But you notice that red light illuminates the wall. Thus all
things considered you are not justified in believing that the wall is red.
Nevertheless, you still have a reason for thinking it is. But why? Why is it
that the wall’s looking red to you gives you a reason for believing that the
wall is red? That’s the issue I will be concerned with.

Justification

Which answers to the Question are plausible and which are not depends
on what the term ‘justification’ is supposed to mean. There are four main
options to choose from. We can understand ‘justification’ as denoting the
kind of epistemic status that:

(1) turns a true belief into knowledge;
(2) makes a belief objectively probable;
(3) is as well denoted by the locutions ‘having adequate evidence’ and

‘having good reasons’;
(4) is as well denoted by deontological locutions such as ‘entitlement,’

‘responsibility,’ and ‘permissibility,’ understood in a specifically
epistemic sense.

(1) and (2) yield an externalist concept: whether or not a belief is justified in
that sense might be something utterly hidden from the subject, as Evil
Demon and brain-the-vat scenarios illustrate. (3) and (4), on the other
hand, yield an internalist concept (at least on a standard understanding
of the relevant terms). When I use the term ‘justification’ in this essay, I
will have (3) in mind. I will understand ‘justification’ in a sense that is
generically internalist, and thus remains neutral with regard to (4). Thus
the Question could equally well be put by asking, Why are sense experiences
evidence, or reasons, for our beliefs about the world?

The relevant sense of internality can be pinned down either metaphysic-
ally, by saying that nothing can be a justifier for S’s beliefs unless it is
one of S’s mental states,2 or epistemically by imposing the constraint that
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justifiers must be accessible in a way that is suitably privileged.3 The
difference between the internalist and the externalist understanding of
justification is nicely exhibited when we consider a victim of Descartes’s
Evil Demon.4 Such a victim has mental states like our own, but her percep-
tual beliefs are (presumably unlike our own) mostly false. On an internalist
conception of justification, the victim’s perceptual beliefs are no less justified
than our own; on an externalist conception, they are not justified even
though our own are.

Until further issues are raised, choosing an internalist understanding of
‘justification’ is a mere terminological stipulation. Things become contro-
versial only when substantive claims are made about the significance of
justification thus understood. At the extreme end, there are those who claim
that internalist justification is of no interest in epistemology.5 From that
point of view, the Question will be one worth debating only if we adopt a
different sense of ‘justification.’ Then there are those who think that intern-
alist justification, although not required for knowledge, is nevertheless an
independently interesting concept.6 To philosophers who hold this view, the
Question will be of epistemological interest, but divorced from issues having
to do with knowledge. Finally, there are those—and I count myself among
them—who view internalist justification to be of epistemological interest,
perhaps not exclusively but certainly primarily, because it is a necessary
condition of knowledge. Such philosophers would say that the correct
answer to the Question is also, at least in part, the correct answer to the
question of why sense experience is a source of knowledge.

Externalist Reliabilism

It should be reasonably clear, then, how the Question is to be under-
stood. Let’s proceed and examine various answers to it. Here is a radically
externalist answer:

Radical Externalist Reliabilism (R-EXREL)

Sense experiences are a source of justification iff they are reliable.7

Reliabilism, as understood here, is a theory of, not justified belief,8 but
rather sense experience as a source of justification. Nevertheless, the kind of
reliabilism I’m going to discuss is a close relative of reliabilism about
justified belief, and thus succumbs to analogous objections.

According to R-EXREL, the reliability of sense experience is sufficient
to make it a source of justification. That doesn’t seem right. Imagine a
possible world whose inhabitants have reliable perceptual faculties, but who
also have, perhaps due to the manipulations of a Cartesian demon, compel-
ling evidence for believing that their perceptual faculties are unreliable. Call
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this the Reverse Evil Demon World (as opposed to the Standard Evil Demon
World). In it, sense experience is reliable but appears unreliable. Is sense
experience a source of justification in the Reverse Evil Demon World? There
is good reason to think that it is not.

Suppose you hear Glen assert that P, but you have excellent evidence
for thinking that Glen is not a trustworthy informant. Glen’s asserting that
P does not, it would seem, give you a reason for believing that P. Now
imagine yourself to be an inhabitant of the Reverse Evil Demon World.
You have a sense experience that P. You also have strong evidence for
believing that sense experiences are unreliable. It would seem that your
experience gives you no more a reason for believing that P than Glen’s
assertion. This suggests that the reliability of sense experience is not suffi-
cient for making it a source of justification.9 Minimally, it must be the case
that there are no reasons for thinking that sense experience is unreliable. Let
us, therefore, modify R-EXREL accordingly, which gives us:

Moderate Externalist Reliabilism (M-EXREL)

Sense experiences are a source of justification iff (i) they are in
fact reliable and (ii) there are no reasons for thinking that they are
unreliable.

Though M-EXREL is more plausible than R-EXREL, it is nevertheless
problematic. It asserts that sense experience is a source of justification only
if it is reliable. The Standard Evil Demon World—a world in which sense
experience is unreliable but appears reliable—suggests otherwise. The
inhabitants of this world have mental states that mirror our own, which
means that the unreliability of their perceptual faculties is, so to speak, hidden
from them. Given the sense of the term ‘justification’ we have adopted, and
assuming that sense experience is a source of justification for us, we get the
rather plausible conclusion that in the Standard Evil Demon World sense
experience is a source of justification. M-EXREL implies, implausibly, that
it is not.

To sum up: In the Reverse Evil Demon World, sense experience is
reliable, but appears unreliable and therefore is not a source of justification.
This shows that the de facto reliability of sense experience is not sufficient
for making it a source of justification, and motivates the move from
R-EXREL to M-EXREL. In the Standard Evil Demon World, sense
experience appears reliable and thus is a source of justification although it
actually is unreliable. This shows that the de facto reliability of sense
experience is not necessary for making it a source of justification. According
to M-EXREL, it is. So neither R-EXREL nor M-EXREL is a good answer
to the Question.

Next, let us consider an internalist answer to the Question.
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Internalist Reliabilism

Even though the de facto reliability of sense experience is neither neces-
sary nor sufficient for its being a source of justification, it would be a
mistake to think that reliability is irrelevant. Note the following two points
that emerged in our brief discussion of R-EXREL and M-EXREL. Evi-
dence against its reliability prevents sense experience from being a source of
justification even if it is in fact reliable, as shown by the Reverse Evil Demon
World. Evidence for its reliability turns sense experience into a source of
justification even if it is in fact unreliable. That’s what the Standard Evil
Demon World shows. So what seems to matter is not reliability itself, but
evidence regarding reliability. Let’s consider, then, the suggestion that evi-
dence of perceptual reliability is both necessary and sufficient for making
sense experience a source of justification.10 Answering the Question accord-
ingly results in a first version of an internalist kind of reliabilism:

IR1 A subject’s sense experiences are a source of justification for her
iff she has undefeated evidence for the reliability of her sense
experiences.11

Since IR1 employs the term ‘undefeated evidence’, it is not a good answer to
the Question. The analytic goal is to explain in nonepistemic terms why sense
experience is a source of justification.12 But this is not an insurmountable
hurdle, for we can replace the reference to evidence with a nonepistemic
description of that evidence.

Consider my 1988 Honda Accord, still in my possession and put to
daily use. It’s been a remarkably reliable car. My evidence for attributing
reliability to it is this: I remember that is has rarely let me down. Put
differently, I remember that it has a good track record. Likewise, I remem-
ber that my perceptual faculties have rarely let me down. What I remember
is a life-long and wide-ranging track record of perceptual success, a record
that involves few perceptual mishaps. My memory of this track record
consists of two basic elements. First, I remember that almost invariably
my sense experiences support each other. For example, typically I can see
what I touch, and touch what I see. Second, I remember a conspicuous
absence of experiences indicative of perceptual unreliability. It doesn’t
happen very often, for example, that I have an auditory experience of a
noise, but all things considered it’s clear that nothing nearby could make
that noise. So let’s say I have evidence for the reliability of my perceptual
faculties if I remember a track record of perceptual success.

Before we can fix IR1 accordingly, one further problem must be
addressed. Since the term ‘remember’ is a success term, an Evil Demon
victim does not, strictly speaking, remember a track record of perceptual
success. Yet an Evil Demon victim’s sense experiences are a source of
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justification for him. Consequently, what should count as evidence of
reliability will be the mere memory impression, putative memory, or memo-
rial seeming, of a positive track record. In this phenomenal sense, an Evil
Demon victim, whose perceptual faculties are in fact unreliable, has a
memory impression of a good perceptual track record.

The suggestion, then, is that a subject’s evidence for the attribution of
reliability to her perceptual faculties consists of memory impressions of a
track record of perceptual success. Replacing the analysans of IR1 accord-
ingly, we get a second version of internalist reliabilism:

IR2 A subject’s sense experiences are a source of justification for her iff
she has a memory impression of a track record of perceptual
success.

According to IR2, a memory impression of perceptual success is sufficient
to make sense experience a source of justification for me. This seems false.
Suppose you are interested in what Ben has to say, but you wonder whether
he is a trustworthy informant. You have no evidence one way or the other.
But there is Fred, and Fred says that Ben is a trustworthy informant.
Unfortunately, you have no idea whether or not Fred is a trustworthy
informant. Clearly, Fred’s testimony fails to turn Ben’s testimony into a
source of justification for you. Apply this to IR2. Assume your memory tells
you that your perceptual faculties are reliable, but you have no reason at all
to consider your memory itself reliable. Are your perceptual faculties a
source of justification for you under circumstances like that? It would
seem not. If a subject’s memory is to render her perceptual faculties trust-
worthy, her memory itself must be trustworthy. Thus we get a third and
final version of internalist reliabilism:

IR3 A subject’s sense experiences are a source of justification for her iff
she has a memory impression of a track record of both perceptual
and memorial success.

Henceforth, the label ‘Internalist Reliabilism’ (INREL) will refer to IR3. It
is the view that I wish to defend.

EXREL implies that, for Evil Demon victims, sense experience is not a
source of justification. INREL implies that it is. In this regard, INREL and
EXREL are fundamentally opposed to each other. There is, however, one
thing they are in agreement about: whether sense experience is a source of
justification is a contingent matter. According to both theories, there are
worlds in which sense experience is a source of justification, and worlds in
which it is not. They both imply that whether or not sense experience is a
source of justification in a given world depends on what that world is like.
Next, let us consider a theory that denies such contingency.
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Ipso Factism

Ipso Factism (IPFAC) is the view that a sense experience that P is, ipso
facto, a source of justification for believing that P. If one has such an
experience, then one has a justification for P, and that’s it. No further
conditions need be met. The point of introducing further conditions would
be to rule out counterexamples: possible worlds or situations in which a
subject has a sense experience that P but does not have a reason for
believing that P. According to IPFAC, such counterexamples do not exist.
So IPFAC amounts to the claim that sense experience is a source of
justification in all possible worlds (with rational creatures who have percep-
tual faculties).

IPFAC is an internalist view for the following two reasons. First, sense
experiences are prime examples of internal states: states of which we either
are aware or can easily become aware. Second, if sense experience is a source
of justification in all worlds in which it occurs, then it is a source of
justification even in those worlds in which it is not reliable. Even though
IPFAC is internalist, it is one of INREL’s rivals. INREL asserts that sense
experience is a source of justification only if there is evidence of its reli-
ability.13 IPFAC rejects that, declaring reliability completely irrelevant. For
sense experience to be a source of justification, neither must it be reliable,
nor must there be evidence of its reliability, nor must evidence of its
unreliability be absent.

It might look as though H. H. Price and Roderick Chisholm are
representatives of IPFAC.14 Laurence BonJour describes the view they
held as follows:

The core idea of this view is that the mere occurrence of a physical
appearance or state of being appeared to confers prima facie justification
on the corresponding physical claim.15

I take it the significance of the qualifier ‘mere’ is that, in addition to the
occurrence of a sense experience that P, no other conditions must be met if
its subject is to have a reason for believing that P. This certainly sounds like
IPFAC. BonJour doubts that there really is such a relation between sense
experiences and the ‘‘corresponding physical claims.’’16 William Alston goes
even as far as calling what he takes to be the Price/Chisholm view a ‘‘cop-
out.’’ He says:

They simply lay it down that perceptual beliefs are to be taken as prima
facie credible just by virtue of being formed . . . I call this a ‘‘cop-out’’
because it abandons the attempt to find any kind of intelligible con-
nection between the character of the experience and the content of the
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perceptual belief formed on its basis, such that this connection would
enable us to understand how the experience can provide support for
the belief.17

It would seem the view that Alston and BonJour attribute to Price and
Chisholm is indeed IPFAC. I agree that IPFAC is problematic and should
be rejected. BonJour doubts that there really obtains a necessary relation
between sense experience and justified belief. We can substantiate his doubt
by considering worlds whose inhabitants have memories of significant per-
ceptual failure. In such worlds—call them Odd Worlds—sense experience is
not a source of justification. According to IPFAC it is. In general terms,
IPFAC tells us that whether sense experience is a source of justification is
not a contingent matter. This seems false. Whether or not it is a source of
justification in a given world depends on what’s going on in that world. If its
inhabitants have memory impressions of a track record of perceptual (and
memorial) success, it is; if they have memory impressions of a track record
of perceptual failure, it is not. IPFAC is not, therefore, a plausible answer to
the Question.

Advocates of IPFAC could reply that in Odd Worlds, sense experi-
ence is a source of justification, but one that is always defeated. I don’t
think this is a good reply. When trying to answer the Question, what we
want to know, at least in part, is what the difference is between having a
sense experience that P, and, say, wishing that P. Why is the former a
source of justification for us, whereas the latter is not? If memories of
massive perceptual failure don’t bar sense experience from being a source
of justification, it’s unclear why wishful thinking should not count as a
source of justification as well. Thus the reply under consideration would
invite the following argument: ‘‘Sure, we know that wishful thinking is
an unreliable source. But that doesn’t mean it’s not a source of justifica-
tion. It just means it is a source of justification that is always defeated.’’
Once we allow for the possibility of permanently defeated sources of
justification, it will not be easy to block such obviously preposterous
reasoning.

The comparison between sense experience and wishful thinking
reinforces Alston’s point. What we want is an explanation that helps us
understand why a sense experience that P gives us a reason for believing that
P, whereas, for example, wishing that P does not. IPFAC does not provide
any such explanation, and therefore falls short of meeting our analytic
expectations. So I am in agreement with BonJour’s and Alston’s misgivings
about IPFAC. But are Price and Chisholm really advocates of that view?
Perhaps they are more charitably interpreted as having advocated a differ-
ent view, namely conservatism about perceptual faculties. Let us consider
that view next.
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Conservatism

Epistemic conservatism, as normally understood, is the view that a
belief is innocent (justified) unless proven guilty (defeated by undermining
evidence). Let’s call that view Belief Conservatism (BECON). When applied
to sense experience, the innocent-until-proven-guilty approach yields:

Conservatism About Sense Experience (SECON)

A subject’s sense experiences are a source of justification for her iff she
does not have memories of perceptual failure.

The basic idea of SECON is that we may trust our sense experiences unless
memories of perceptual failure give us a reason for not trusting them.
Unlike IPFAC, conservatism implies that whether sense experience is a
source of justification is a contingent matter. It depends on whether or
not there is evidence against its reliability. Conservatism is therefore an
improvement over IPFAC.

To map out the landscape of the five theories we have considered thus far,
let us distinguish between certified and undefeated faculties. A faculty is certified
iff it appears reliable. A faculty is undefeated iff it does not appear unreliable.
We can now pin down the differences between the five theories as follows.18 For
a subject’s sense experiences to be a source of justification for her,

R-EXREL says they must be reliable, but need be neither undefeated
nor certified;

M-EXREL says theymust be both reliable and undefeated, but need not be
certified;

INREL says they need not be reliable but must be certified;
SECON says they need be neither reliable nor certified, but must be

undefeated;
IPFAC says they need be neither reliable, nor certified, nor undefeated;

they are a source of justification no matter what.

When it comes to the question of whether a belief source is a source of
justification, evidence regarding reliability clearly matters. According to
IPFAC and R-EXREL, it doesn’t. That’s why neither of these views is
very plausible. Moreover, evidence regarding reliability seems to be the
only thing that matters. That’s why M-EXREL is not a satisfactory answer
to the Question. This leaves us with INREL and SECON. When comparing
these two theories, the issue to consider is this: If sense experiences are to
be a source of justification for a subject, S, exactly what must S’s evidence
be regarding the reliability of her perceptual faculties? Is the absence of
evidence for unreliability sufficient? Or is it necessary that there be evidence
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of reliability? According to SECON, the absence of evidence of unreliability
is sufficient. According to INREL, it is not. Certification is required as well.
Let us see whether we can adjudicate between these views.

Against Conservatism

According to BECON, for a belief to be justified, it is not necessary that
the subject have evidence in its support. It’s merely necessary that the
subject not be in possession of evidence against the belief. This view has a
plausibility problem because of two kinds of cases. In the first, a subject, S,
believes that P when she has evidence neither for nor against P. In the
second, S believes that P when her evidence for and against P is equally
good. Let’s refer to these two kinds of cases as Evidential Neutrality cases.
BECON implies that, in Evidential Neutrality cases, S’s belief that P is
justified. But it is much more plausible to say that, in cases like that, S
should suspend judgment about P, and so is not justified in believing that P.19

Consider an example. The number of blades of grass in my front yard is
either odd or even. I have no evidence one way or the other. Surely I would
not be justified in believing that that number is odd, or, for that matter, that
it is even. BECON tells us that, if for whatever reason I were to believe that
it is even, my belief would be justified. That doesn’t sound very plausible.20

It would be surprising if SECON were less implausible than BECON.
BECON is undermined by Evidential Neutrality Cases. The problem for
SECON arises from similar cases: cases of evidential neutrality with respect
to the reliability of sense experience.

Consider, then, a world whose inhabitants have equally good evidence
for and against the reliability of their sense experiences. Call this the
Balanced Evil Demon World. Due to the interference of an Evil Demon,
sense experiences in this world are veridical as often as they are not. So
when one of these subjects has a sense experience that P, it is just as likely as
not that P is true. This is something the inhabitants of this world are aware
of. If we assume that evidence of reliability begins at a success rate above
50%, and evidence of unreliability begins at a failure rate above 50%, we
may say that the subjects in this world have evidence neither for perceptual
reliability nor perceptual unreliability. SECON implies that sense experience
is a source of justification in this world. This result would seem no more
palatable than the outcome that I would be justified if I were to believe that
the number of blades of grass in my front yard is even.

There are several problems with this argument against SECON. To
begin with, one may wonder about the details. Can we really coherently
describe a world in which sense experience gets things wrong half of the
time? Second, an advocate of SECON could challenge the assumption that
unreliability begins at a failure rate of 50%. Arguably, perceptual faculties
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with a much lower failure rate should already be considered unreliable. But
this does not seem to be a serious difficulty. Assume unreliability begins
when the failure rate reaches 10%. We can simply stipulate that, in the
Balanced Evil Demon World, the apparent success-failure ratio lies exactly
at this cut-off point, with the result that there is evidence of neither reli-
ability nor unreliability. This suggestion also addresses the first problem.
While it may be difficult to imagine a world in which sense experience
deceives half of the time, there is no great difficulty involved in conceiving
of a world with a, say, 10% frequency of perceptual failure.

A more serious problem is that, as far as reliability is concerned, there
might not be a middle ground. Consider your car. Once the frequency of
failure reaches a certain threshold, your car stops being reliable and thereby
becomes unreliable. The same applies, so it could be argued, to perceptual
faculties. If the frequency of failure is high enough to prevent them from
being reliable, then they are unreliable. On this conception, evidence of
unreliability comes about and increases to the extent evidence of reliability
decreases. If this is correct, the Balanced Evil Demon world does not supply
us with a very effective objection to SECON.

Let us, therefore, switch to a case in which there is evidence neither for
nor against reliability. Suppose an ingenious neurosurgeon invented a
procedure to equip humans with the faculty of echolocation, a faculty
normally found in bats. Suppose James is the first person to agree to let
this surgeon operate on him. The surgeon tells James that there is no
guarantee that his new faculty will work reliably. It might, but then it
might not. If it does not, it will produce in James hallucinatory experiences
of objects that are not really there. To assess the reliability of the new
faculty, it will have to be tested. Suppose, then, the operation has been
performed, and James begins with a series of tests. He is brought into a
pitch-black room. The expectation is that his new sonar faculty will
produce a quasi-visual experience of the room’s interiors. In due course,
although with his eyes he can see nothing, it ‘visually’ appears to James as
though there is a table in the room. The question is: Does James’s sense
experience give him a reason to believe that there is a table in the room?
SECON implies that it does.21 I seems to me, though, that it does not.
Hence I’m inclined to say that this case—call it the Echolocation Case—
shows that we should reject SECON.

I doubt my verdict about the Echolocation Case will be universally
shared. Thus I will raise an additional problem for SECON, a problem
that makes it difficult to sustain the judgment that James’s sonar experience
supplies him with a reason to believe that there is a table in the room. This
additional difficulty for SECON arises from the standards we impose on
testimony if it is to function as a source of justification. Suppose you want to
know what the GDP of Poland is. Informant Ben volunteers an answer: $90
billion.22 Unfortunately, you have no idea whatsoever whether Ben is a
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reliable source of information with regard to this matter. Does Ben’s asser-
tion give you any reason to believe that Poland’s GDP is around $90 billion?
I think it does not.

Alternatively, consider such things as newspapers and magazines. Sup-
pose while waiting for your dentist appointment, you pick up a journal you
are not familiar with. You have no evidence one way or the other regarding
its reliability. Reading an article in it, you come across the astonishing claim
that eating peanuts protects against tooth decay. Does this give you a
reason for accepting that claim? It seems to me it does not.

Examples like that suggest that we consider testimony a source of justi-
fication only if we have reason to think it’s coming from a reliable source. So
when we look at testimony as a source of justification, the internalist reli-
abilism approach looks more plausible than conservatism. Suppose advocates
of SECON were to agree with that. They might say that testimony is one
thing, sense experience another. Conservatism is right about sense experience,
wrong about testimony. The internalist reliabilism approach is right about
testimony, but wrong about sense experience. This move raises what we could
call the Discrepancy Problem: the problem of having to explain why we
should treat testimony and sense experience differently. Why would it be
that, if a person is to be a source of justification, there must be evidence of
her trustworthiness, whereas if sense experience is to be a source of justifica-
tion, the absence of evidence of unreliability is enough?

This question ought to be kept in mind when we try to decide whether
James’ sonar experience gives him a reason for thinking that there is a table
in the room. If Ben tells James there is a table in the room, we don’t think
James has a reason for believing that there is unless he has evidence in
support of Ben’s trustworthiness. Why should James’s echolocation faculty
be held to a less stringent standard? James has no evidence whatever for
judging whether his new faculty is reliable. Hence, I submit, James has a
reason for believing in the presence of a table in neither case. Neither Ben’s
assertion nor James’s experience is such a reason, since neither of them is
certified as a trustworthy source of information.

The Discrepancy Problem, then, poses a serious difficulty for SECON. A
satisfactory defense of SECON would have to explain why we should treat
testimony and perceptual faculties differently, that is, why we should agree
that uncertified sense experience, unlike uncertified testimony, qualifies as a
source of justification. It is not easy to see how such an explanation might go.

Huemer

In his book Skepticism and the Veil of Perception, Michael Huemer
defends a view he calls Phenomenal Conservatism.23 This view asserts the
following:
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PC If it seems to S as if P, then S thereby has justification for believing that P.24

As it stands, PC does not seem plausible. Asserting that seemings are a
source of justification no matter what, PC would appear to be Ipso Factism
about seemings. But in worlds whose inhabitants have evidence of percep-
tual unreliability, perceptual seemings are not a source of justification.
Even in our world, seemings are not always a source of justification.
Suppose it seems to S as if P because S has an intense desire that P.
S does not thereby have justification for believing that P. So not all
kinds of seemings are a source of justification. Some are not because we
have evidence for thinking they are unreliable. Let’s modify PC so as to
accommodate this point:

PC* If S has a kind K seeming that P, and S does not have evidence for

believing that kind K seemings are unreliable, then S has justification for

believing that P.

PC* states only a sufficient condition, and is not specifically about sense
experience. But if we add an ‘only if’ and restrict the principle to sense
experiential seemings, the result will be SECON. It will be instructive,
therefore, to see how Huemer defends PC.

Huemer claims that PC is self-evident, at least once it is seen in its
proper light. To put it in its proper light, Huemer appeals to the truth goal:
the goal of having true beliefs and avoiding false ones.25 That strikes me as
unobjectionable. After all, the kind of justification we are concerned with is
epistemic, as opposed to, say, moral or prudential justification. To explain
how we are to distinguish between epistemic and nonepistemic justification,
typically the truth goal is invoked.26 Let’s see, then, what Huemer has to say
about pursuit of the truth goal:

Now, if my goal is to have true beliefs and avoid having false ones, and if P

seems to me to be true, while I have no evidence against P, then from my own

point of view, it would make sense to accept P. Obviously, believing P in this

situation will appear to satisfy my epistemic goals of believing truths and

avoiding error better than either denying P or suspending judgment.27

The point Huemer makes in this passage can be summed up as follows:

(R) When it seems to me that P and I have no evidence against P, then
my pursuit of truth is served better by believing P than denying P
or suspending judgment about P.

Suppose (R) is true. It would then be reasonable to conclude that the
seeming in question gives me a reason to believe P. That in turn would
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make it reasonable to conclude that PC (or at least PC*) is correct. But why
think that (R) is true? Human psychology is such that sometimes things
seem true to people for very strange reasons. Suppose I have a perversely
strong preference for even numbers. That’s why I believe

(E) The number of blades of grass in my front lawn is even.

Since (E) seems true to me and I don’t have any evidence against (E),
(R) tells us that my pursuit of truth is served best by believing (E).
That’s clearly wrong. My pursuit of truth would be served best by
suspending judgment on the matter. It would appear, therefore, that
(R) is false.

The problem with (R) is that it does not impose any conditions on
seemings as a source of justification. It seem clear, however, that seemings
are not always a good guide to truth. Let us therefore consider a version of
(R) that imposes the condition that there not be any evidence of unreli-
ability. And since our concern is not so much PC or PC*, but rather SECON,
let us modify (R) in this regard as well. Making modifications as indicated
yields the following principle:

(R*) When I have a sense experience that P and I have no evidence for
believing that sense experiences of that kind are unreliable, then
my pursuit of truth is served better by believing P than denying P
or suspending judgment about P.

Following Huemer’s example, an advocate of conservatism might
defend SECON on the basis of (R*). Now, it seems to me that, unlike
(R), (R*) is not obviously false. But when we test (R*) against the Echolo-
cation Case, it tells us that James’ pursuit of truth is served best by believing
that that there is a table in the room. It would seem, though, that James’s
pursuit of truth would be better served by suspending judgment. It do not
think, therefore, that (R*) supplies us with a compelling reason in support
of SECON.

Pryor

James Pryor defends a view that he sums up as follows: ‘‘When it
perceptually seems to you as if P is the case, you have a kind of justifica-
tion for believing P that does not presuppose or rest on your justification
for anything else, which could be cited in an argument (even an ampliative
argument) for P.’’28 If this view is correct, then INREL is false. According
to INREL, a sense experience that P gives you justification for believing
that P only if you have evidence for the proposition that sense experience
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is reliable. So INREL tells us that, when your belief that P is
justified because it perceptually seems to you as if P is the case, you
have a kind of justification for believing P that does rest on your justi-
fication for something else, namely the proposition that sense experience is
reliable. It would seem, then, that Pryor’s view and INREL exclude each
other.

In defense of his view, Pryor offers the following consideration:

For a large class of propositions, like the proposition that there are hands, it’s

intuitively very natural to think that having an experience as of that proposition

justifies one in believing that proposition to be true. What’s more, one’s justi-

fication here doesn’t seem to depend on any complicated justifying argument.

An experience as of there being hands seems to justify one in believing there are

hands in a perfectly straightforward and immediate way. When asked, ‘‘What

justifies you in believing there are hands?’’ one is likely to respond, ‘‘I can simply

see that there are hands.’’29

I agree that, for a large class of propositions, it’s natural to think that sense
experiences give us reasons for believing them. That, by itself, is not at issue
when it comes to adjudicating between Pryor’s view and INREL. According
to INREL, a sense experience with the content that I have hands does give
me justification for believing that I have hands. The point at issue is rather
whether that experience by itself is a source of justification, or whether it is a
source of justification only if I have reason to think that sense experiences of
that kind are reliable.

So why think that evidence of reliability is not needed? Pryor does not
address this question explicitly. Nevertheless, we might want to examine
whether the reasons he cites in defense of his view are reasons for thinking
that evidence of reliability is not needed. In the passage I cited, he makes
two main points. First, my perceptual justification for believing that I have
hands does not depend on any complicated, justifying argument. This could
be understood in either one of two ways:

(i) there is no dependence on giving any justifying argument;
(ii) there is no dependence on having evidence for the premises of any

justifying argument.

I certainly agree with (i). But why think that (ii) is true? This is where
Pryor’s second main point becomes relevant. He states that in response to
a request for stating a justification for believing ‘‘I have hands,’’ a person is
likely to respond by saying that she can simply see it. The point, I take it, is
that in our ordinary cognitive practice we view this response as entirely
satisfactory. This suggests that evidence of reliability, or evidence for the
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premises of a justificatory argument, are not needed. A suitable sense
experience by itself can do the job.

I agree that, in our ordinary cognitive practice, we view the ‘‘I-can-see-
it’’ response as perfectly adequate. But this point supports only (i); it does
not support (ii). Our perceptual faculties are, in fact, reliable. Moreover, this
is perfectly plain and obvious to anybody, and therefore, in ordinary, non-
philosophical contexts, hardly worth mentioning. So it might very well be
that we view the ‘‘I-can-see-it’’ response as perfectly adequate precisely
because we take the reliability of our faculties for granted, feeling no need
to dwell on it. It is, however, one thing for a given justification to be
appropriate in an ordinary context, and quite another to give a philosoph-
ically satisfying account of why a sense experience of one’s hands gives a
person justification for believing that she has hands. It might very well be
the case, therefore, that

(a) a sense experience of one’s hands is a source of justification for
believing that one has hands only if one has evidence for a justifi-
catory argument with a premise asserting the reliability of such an
experience,

while at the same time it is also true that

(b) in an ordinary context, people can adequately defend their percep-
tual beliefs by citing perceptual experiences only, without having to
make any appeal to perceptual reliability, because such reliability is
in ordinary contexts appropriately taken for granted.

I do not think, therefore, that the rationale Pryor has offered in support of
his view supplies us with a reason for rejecting INREL.

Foundationalism and Coherentism

According to INREL, sense experience is a source of justification.
Traditionally, coherentists have denied that it is, holding the view that all
justification comes from other beliefs.30 Thus there is some reason to con-
sider INREL a version of foundationalism. On the other hand, at least on
one plausible construal of foundationalism, INREL looks more like a
version of coherentism. To explore this point further, let us distinguish
between the following two questions:

(1) Are there beliefs that are justified without receiving any of their
justification from other beliefs?
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(2) Is it possible for a sense experience that P, by itself, to be a justifier
for the belief that P, that is, without the subject’s having adequate
evidence for the reliability of such an experience?

According to INREL, the answer to (1) is yes, the answer to (2) no. Thus
INREL allows for basic beliefs of one kind, but not another. Consider the
following two conceptions of basic beliefs:

BB1 A justified belief is basic iff it does not receive its justification from
any other beliefs.31

BB2 A justified belief is basic iff what justifies it is not justification for
any further propositions (that could be used as premises in an
argument for it).32

Suppose I believe that the coffee from which I just took a sip is hot.
According to INREL, what justifies my belief is a complex body of evi-
dence, involving evidence for the reliability of both my memory and sense
experiences. INREL does not, however, require that I actually believe that
my memory and sense experiences are reliable. It merely requires that I have
evidence in support of believing these propositions. So according to
INREL, my belief that the coffee is hot can be justified without receiving
its justification from any other beliefs. Consequently, it can be basic in the
sense captured by BB1. Nevertheless, the evidence that justifies my belief
gives me justification for two further propositions: that my sense experi-
ences are reliable, and that my memory is reliable. Consequently, on
INREL, my belief that the coffee is hot cannot be basic in the sense specified
by BB2. In general terms, INREL implies that, when perceptual beliefs
are justified, they are justified in part by evidence for perceptual and
memorial reliability. Hence INREL implies that justified perceptual beliefs
cannot be basic in the sense of BB2. So if foundationalism is construed as a
theory according to which justified nonbasic beliefs ultimately receive their
justification from BB2-type beliefs, INREL is not a version of foundation-
alism.

Yet it isn’t a version of coherentism either, at least not according to the
standard understanding of coherentism as asserting that nothing can justify
a belief except other beliefs. Let us, therefore, distinguish between holistic
and monistic foundationalism. Advocates of monistic foundationalism hold
that a perceptual belief that P is basic if, and only if, it is justified by one,
and only one, justifier: a sense experience that P. Advocates of holistic
foundationalism deny the possibility of such basicality, insisting that a
perceptual belief’s justification always consists of a complex package of
multiple justifiers. But they allow for the possibility that perceptual beliefs
are justified solely on the basis of experience (conceived broadly as including
memory impressions), without receiving any of their justification from
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further beliefs. Holistic foundationalism, then, may be viewed as a kind of
compromise between coherentism and monistic foundationalism.33

Monistic foundationalism is a version of either IPFAC or SECON. In
the former case, its advocates must cope with the problem of Odd Worlds:
worlds in which sense experience appears unreliable. In the latter case, a
defense of monistic foundationalism calls for a response to the problem of
the Balanced Evil Demon World, examples like the Echolocation Case, and
the Discrepancy Problem.

The Problem of Reliability Knowledge

It could be objected that INREL runs afoul of the puzzle arising from
the following two propositions:

A1 I can have perceptual knowledge only if I first know that my
perceptual faculties are reliable.

B1 I can know that my perceptual faculties are reliable only if I first
have perceptual knowledge.

It would seem that, if A1 and B1 are both true, I can have neither perceptual
knowledge nor knowledge of the reliability of my perceptual faculties. So to
avoid a skeptical outcome, we need to reject one of these propositions. Since
B1 enjoys a good deal of plausibility, well-known responses to the puzzle
target A1 for rejection.34 According to the objection I wish to discuss,
advocates of INREL must accept A1, or at least some version of it, and
thus are prevented from articulating an effective response to the puzzle.

Proponents of INREL need not accept A1. As it stands, A1 is problem-
atic because if it were true, perceptual knowledge could be enjoyed only by
subjects with the inclination to consider, and form beliefs about, the reli-
ability of their perceptual faculties. It would seem, however, that there are
many subjects who have perceptual knowledge but never bother to do that.
A more plausible principle results from replacing ‘know’ with ‘being in a
position to know’:

A1* I can have perceptual knowledge only if first I am in a position to
know that my perceptual faculties are reliable.

It is hard to see on what grounds advocates of INREL could reject A1*.
INREL tells us that perceptual justification requires evidence of perceptual
reliability. Combine this with a standard account of knowledge, according
to which evidence is the sort of thing that puts people in a position to know,
and the immediate result is A1*. The modified principle, however, gives rise
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to a puzzle just as much as A1 does. This puzzle can easily be exhibited by
rewording B1 accordingly:

B1* I can be in a position to know that my perceptual faculties are
reliable only if I first have perceptual knowledge.

With regard to the puzzle arising from A1* and B1*, advocates of INREL
cannot avail themselves of the standard response of rejecting the first of the
two problematic propositions. The question arises, therefore, whether
INREL offers the resources for defending the alternative response of rejecting
the second proposition, B1*. Making, once again, the traditional assumption
that what puts a person in the position to know is the possession of evidence
or justification, we may restate the two puzzling propositions as follows:

A2 I can have justification for my perceptual beliefs only if first I am in
possession of evidence for believing that my perceptual faculties are
reliable.

B2 I can be in possession of evidence for believing that my perceptual
faculties are reliable only if I first have justification for my percep-
tual beliefs.

INREL is a theory about sense experience as a source of justification. Its
basic claim is the one expressed by A2. But if A2 and B2 are both true,
neither justified perceptual beliefs nor justified belief in the reliability of
sense experience would seem possible. So, unless there is a plausible way of
rejecting B2, INREL turns out to be a recipe for skepticism.

Why, then, should we think that B2 (or for that matter B1 and B1*) are
true? The answer is, it seems to me, that it is ordinarily assumed that
reliability knowledge is inferential. Let us consider the problem of coming
to know that one’s color vision is reliable with regard to the color yellow.
On the inferential model, I would have to acquire a track record. Suppose at
t1, I encounter an object that looks yellow to me. I know it’s a banana, so I
know that on this occasion my color experience was veridical. At t2, I
encounter again an object that looks yellow to me. Turns out it’s a lemon.
So I can write down another episode of perceptual success. At t3, a copy of
the Yellow Pages looks yellow to me, and so forth. Eventually, when I have
accumulated a long enough track record, I infer that visual experiences of
an object’s looking yellow to me are a reliable indication of actual yellow-
ness. But surely this conclusion will be justified only if I am justified in the
first place in taking each of the perceptual experiences in my sample to be
veridical. And this is the case only if I am justified in believing that the first
object I perceived was a banana, the second a lemon, and the third a copy of
the Yellow Pages. So clearly, unless I can have, to begin with, perceptual
justification for the beliefs needed for verification, I will not be able acquire
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through inference from these beliefs knowledge of the reliability of my color
vision.

If that’s the only way in which reliability knowledge—or justification
for the attribution of reliability—can be acquired, B2 would have to be true.
In that case, INREL would indeed be a recipe for skepticism. There is,
however, the alternative possibility that knowledge of sense experiential
reliability can be acquired non-inferentially. Let us explore this option.

As I already mentioned in the previous section, INREL allows for
non-inferentially justified beliefs about physical objects. Consider my
belief that the cup of coffee in my hand is hot. According to INREL,
this belief receives its justification not from any other beliefs, but from a
perceptual experience (having as its content the proposition that the cup is
hot) in conjunction with a memory impression of both perceptual and
memorial success. The justification of memorial beliefs can be construed
analogously. When I am justified in believing that P on the basis of
memory, my belief is justified by a memory that has P as its content, in
conjunction with a memory impression certifying the reliability of my
memory itself.

Let us once again consider my venerable 1988 Honda Accord. What’s
my justification for taking it to be a reliable car? I do not think my
justification is inferential. I do not infer my car’s reliability from other
things I believe. Rather, it seems to me, my justification is memorial. I
remember that my Honda has unfailingly served me for fifteen years. This
memory gives me noninferential justification for attributing reliability to my
car, just as feeling that my cup of coffee is hot gives me noninferential
justification for believing that the cup is hot.35 Let us suppose that my
justification for believing my perceptual faculties to be reliable comes
about in an analogous way. I remember that my perceptual faculties have
served me well in the past. This memory non-inferentially justifies my belief
in the reliability of my perceptual faculties.

A satisfactory defense of this suggestion would have to address details
that cannot be discussed here. But if my supposition is right and my evidence
in support of perceptual reliability is memorial, then B2 turns out to be false,
for the obvious reason that evidence of that kind does not consist of any
beliefs that in turn would have to be justified. Rather, it consists of a memory
state: a state that is not even capable of being justified or unjustified. INREL,
then, does offer us the resources for explaining why B2 is false, and thus
affords us a solution to the puzzle of reliability knowledge.36

Notes

1. For an explicit statement of the view that sense experience has propositional

content, see Searle 1983, p. 40. Pryor 2000, as well as Huemer 2001, adopt this
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view; Brewer 1999 and McDowell 1994 argue that sense experience cannot

justify unless it has conceptual content. For opposing views, see Heck 2000

Peacocke 2001.

2. See Conee and Feldman 2001.

3. See Chisholm 1989, p. 76f.

4. For further literature on the internalism debate, see Alston 1989, Feldman forth-

coming, Greco forthcoming, Goldman 1997, Kornblith 2001, and Steup 2001a.

5. See Greco, forthcoming.

6. See Engel 1992, Foley forthcoming, and Wolterstorff forthcoming.

7. The ‘iff’ is to be understood as indicating equivalence, or necessary coextension.

8. As, for example, Goldman’s process reliabilism. See his 1979.

9. The Reverse Evil Demon World is a relative of BonJour’s Norman case. See

BonJour 1985, chapter 3. The latter is meant to show that reliability is not

enough for justified belief, the former to show that reliability is not enough to

make sense experience a source of justification.

10. In Steup 1996 (pp. 101–105), I called this view Presumptive Reliabilism. For

objections to Presumptive Reliabilism, see Markie 2004. The view proposed in

Steup 1996 is developed further in Steup 2000.

11. A more detailed account would have to state when individual faculties are a

source of justification. Obviously, it’s possible for one faculty to be a source of

justification while others are not. However, the points I am going to make do

not require employing a more fine-grained account.

12. For a locus classicus regarding the epistemic goal, see Goldman 1979, p. 1f. See

also Kim 1988. For dissenting views, see Lehrer 1997, chapter 3, and Wolter-

storff forthcoming.

13. When I talk of ‘evidence of reliability’, what I have in mind is not that there is

just some evidence, but rather that there is evidence for the attribution of

reliability all things considered.

14. See Chisholm 1989 and Price 1950.

15. BonJour 1999, p. 137.

16. Ibid, p. 138.

17. Alston 1999, p. 235.

18. A further answer to the Question, which I have not addressed and do not have

the space to discuss here, is proposed in Markie 2004. See also Markie’s (not yet

published) papers ‘‘The Mystery of Direct Perceptual Justification,’’ and ‘‘Epi-

stemically Appropriate Perceptual Belief.’’

19. For criticism of conservatism, see Feldman 2003, 143f, and Vahid forthcoming.

20. Admittedly, the example is a bit far-fetched. Few people do in fact believe things

like that. For a more realistic example, involving two suspects, see Feldman

2003, p. 144.

21. Actually, to yield this implication, we would need to fine tune SECON as

follows: A perceptual faculty of kind K is a source of justification for S iff S

has no evidence for believing that kind-K experiences are unreliable.

22. The correct figure for 2002 is $386.1 billion.

23. Huemer 2001.

24. Ibid, p. 99. In Huemer’s text, the consequent of PC reads ‘‘then S thereby has at

least prima facie justification for believing that p.’’
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25. I should mention that Huemer sets forth further arguments in defense of PC that

I cannot discuss here. For a critical discussion of these, see Markie 2004.

26. For discussion of truth as the epistemic goal, see David 2001, David forth-

coming, and Kvanvig forthcoming.

27. Huemer 2001, p. 104.

28. Pryor 2000, p. 519

29. See Ibid, p. 536.

30. For a list of representative passages, see Van Cleve 1985.

31. For such a conception of basicality, see, for example, Feldman 2003, p. 50.

32. Such a conception of basicality is implied by Pryor’s account of immediate

justification. See Pryor 2001 and forthcoming.

33. The view defended in Cohen 2002 seems similar to holistic foundationalism, as I

construe it here. Pryor 2000 and forthcoming, and Van Cleve forthcoming,

defend monistic foundationalism.

34. See Van Cleve 1979 and 2002, and Sosa 1997a and 1997b.

35. I’m using the term ‘inferential’ in a psychological sense. A belief’s justification is,

in that sense, noninferential if it is not, as a matter of fact, the result of inference.

So justification can be noninferential even if it consists of a complex body of

evidence that permits various inferences.

36. I would like to thank Michael Bergman, Mylan Engel, Peter Markie, Bruce

Russell, and Hamid Vahid for helpful comments and discussion. An earlier

version of this paper was read at the 2003 Epistemology and Metaphysics

Conference at the Inter-University Center in Dubrovnik, Croatia. I’m indebted

to the participants for a helpful discussion.
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