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“A wise man lets his belief stand in proportion to the evidence.”
Words by a Scotsman who famously repudiated the existence of the external world.
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Abstract

In this thesis I scavenge the history of philosophy for answers to the
question ‘How are claims to knowledge justified?’. I argue that Plato’s
psychological doctrine of knowledgemarks the starting point of a philo-
sophical inquiry motivated by the possibility to discover foundations of
knowledge through investigating the nature of mind. At the core of
this inquiry lies the hypothesis that if the psychological mechanisms
that govern the capacity for knowledge acquisition is fully understood,
then answers will follow about why judgements are true or false. The
prospective result of the inquiry is a theory of universal epistemic justi-
fication which demarcates epistemically warranted beliefs from unwar-
ranted beliefs.

I suggest that there is a historically persistent case of cognitive dis-
sonance within the epistemological enterprise — a tension between two
of its central theses — which is caused by the persistence of the of the
hitherto unsuccessful but ongoing quest for universal epistemic justi-
fication, and its inciting promises. The contradicting theses are those
of certain justification (that one is justified in believing that p only if p is
entailed by evidence) and proportional justification (that one is propor-
tionally justified in believing that p to the extent that evidence makes p
credible). I discuss the consequences of giving up one of the respective
theses. I conclude that the thesis of certain justification cannot be given
up unless an adequate theory of proportional justification is proposed,
and that the legacy of searching for universal epistemic justification will
continue unless epistemologists are able to construct one.
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1 Introduction

Any positive factual claim (that something is the case) is logically con-
tradicted by its corresponding negative claim (that such is not the case).
For example, it is a fact of reality that the number of stars in the uni-
verse is either even or odd, and it is a fact that extraterrestrial beings
either exist or they do not. Before we have any information about the
number of stars in the universe or the existence of extraterrestrials, we
have no means of favouring either of the contradicting claims. For this
reason we must suspend our judgement with regard to which claim is
true. This “zero-evidence epistemic position of non-belief” is the only
legitimate position to hold in relation to any factual claim given the lack
of evidence.

All factual claims are accompanied with a burden of proof: a re-
sponsibility to provide justificatory evidence for the claim being made.
I might claim to know that extraterrestrial beings exist. If it is estab-
lished that extraterrestrials in fact do not exist, then I am claiming to
know something to be true when it is false. Perhaps I am making this
claim because I think that I saw extraterrestrials in the sky when I in
fact did not. Am I right or wrong to make this judgement on basis of
what I think that I saw? I am wrong, because it is invariably epistem-
ically unjustified to make a false judgement. The circumstance that I
am making a false judgement because of being subjected to lies or to
delusive appearances (such as fake extraterrestrials in the sky) does not
change this. That this is the case becomes clear when we consider the
absurd consequences that follow from the contrary assumption, viz.
that people are sometimes justified in judging propositions to be true
when they are false or false when they are true. It is possible to con-
struct a scenario, for any proposition, P, in which two individuals have
contradictory beliefs about P; one judges P to be true and the other
judges P to be false. Whose claim is justified? The assumption entails
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that two individuals can be justified in their contradictory judgements
about P. This is logically contradictory because (according to the laws
of logic) all propositions are either true or false. For this reason, the
assumption must be given up in favour of one of two alternatives: (1)
people are justified only in judging propositions to be true when they
are true or false when they are false, or (2) people are invariably unjusti-
fied in judging propositions to be true or false. Alternative two amounts
to total scepticism; the view that nobody knows anything. If total scep-
ticism is true, epistemology is a worthy enterprise only to the extent
that it is meaningful to have a theory about something which does not
exist. This renders epistemology pointless by its own standards. Any-
body who wants to do epistemology must therefore accept alternative
one — the assumption that people are epistemically justified only in
making true judgements — from the outset of one’s investigations.

A curious thing about epistemic justification is that if it turns out
that extraterrestrials exist it is possible that I am unjustified in my claim
nevertheless. Not because the claim being made is not true, but be-
cause my belief that it is true is based on inadequate evidence. Sup-
pose again that I think that I saw extraterrestrials in the sky when I
in fact did not. On the basis of this delusive observation I conjecture
that extraterrestrials exist. Doing so I form a false belief about hav-
ing validly inferred the existence of extraterrestrials and that I am, as a
consequence, in a state of knowing that extraterrestrials exist. It is in-
variably epistemically unjustified to assert that something is the case on
basis of inadequate evidence. Inadequate evidence does not constitute
proof or indicate probability and therefore never warrants belief.

It cannot be justifiably proclaimed that something is the case when
the rationale behind the claim is that there is no evidence in favor of
a contradicting position. Such claims fail to meet the burden of proof
and can therefore be rejected without proof. Suppose, for example,
that there is no evidence in favour of there not being a God (which
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could disprove God’s existence). The fact that there is no such evid-
ence does not prove or make probable that God exists, and it therefore
cannot persuade us to leave the position of non-belief with regard to
the existence of God. The only condition under which someone is jus-
tified in a claim to knowledge is when the burden of proof is met by
supporting the claim with justificatory evidence. Only then can a zero-
evidence epistemic position of non-belief be left in favour of a positive
account of the matter. For this reason, there are two questions that are
of paramount importance to epistemology: ‘What is epistemic justific-
ation or justificatory evidence?’ and ‘How do we know whether or not
a particular account suffices as evidential for a claim to knowledge?’
These are the guiding questions of this essay.

I wish to say one thing in general about epistemic justification pre-
liminary to my investigation. It is clear that, in theory, any factual ac-
count (any description of the world) can be put forward to substantiate
a particular claim to knowledge, and thus properly be called ‘epistemic
evidence’. It is however important to stress that it is not the proposi-
tions themselves that make people justified in believing in them. What
makes somebody justified in believing in a particular claim to know-
ledge is not a matter of proposition, definition or idea but of fact. One
is justified in believing in the truth of a proposition only in virtue of
the fact that the world is as described in the proposition. Consider
the propositions ‘extraterrestrial beings exist’ and ‘Jupiter is a being’.
Supposing that the latter proposition is true it constitutes evidence in
support of the former proposition. Why is it so? The reason is that
there is a factual relation between the referents of the proposition. It
is because of the fact that Jupiter, the extraterrestrial object that I have
stipulated to be alive, is1 the kind of object referred to as an “extrater-
restrial being” that I am justified in believing ‘extraterrestrials exist’ on
basis of ‘Jupiter is a being’.

1‘Being’ in the real sense that objects are of different kinds
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Moving forward I will turn to the tradition of epistemology and some
of its most prominent theories of epistemic justification. I will do this
with the general ambition to characterise and investigate some of the
most interesting ideas that have been proposed in response to the above
two questions about epistemic justification. Within the framework of
a historical account of the progression of ideas within epistemology I
will argue that a common motive behind several of these theories is
to vindicate the thesis of universal epistemic justification. I will soon
explicate the nature of this thesis, but before diving into traditional
philosophical discourse on the issue of epistemic justification I wish to
invite the reader to consider how claims to knowledge are justified in
the context of ordinary, non-philosophical, discourse. The following
section is written with two questions in mind: ‘What is justificatory
evidence in the context of ordinary discourse?’ and ‘How is it estab-
lished, in the context of ordinary discourse, whether or not a particular
account suffices as justificatory for a claim to knowledge?’

1.1 Justification in ordinary discourse

Justificatory evidence can be thought of in general as a criterionwhereby
it is determined whether or not something is the case. If an account or
proposition, E, is an epistemically evidential basis for a proposition, P,
then E is a criterion by which P can be judged to be true. For example,
the proposition that Jupiter is a being is a criterion by which it can be
judged that extraterrestrials exist. It is obvious from the fact that the
discovery of any alive extraterrestrial body entails that extraterrestrials
exist, that there are several other criteria available for determining the
truth of the proposition ‘extraterrestrials exist’. In other words, it is
often possible to epistemically “vindicate” a belief by putting forward
one out of several accounts that constitute evidence for the truth of that
belief.

Whenever there is disagreement about a matter of fact (and it is in
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the interest of the disagreeing parties to settle the matter rationally) res-
olutive criteria must be established whereby it can be decided which
of the alternative accounts of the matter is true. The parties of the
dispute cannot vindicate their own positions unless resolutive criteria
is first agreed upon. When being in a state of “meta-disagreement”
about how to settle factual disagreement it is rather pointless for the
individual parties to propose arguments in favour of their own posi-
tions. Consider, for example, a religious debate about how many Gods
there are in the universe. One party claims that there is only one God
and the opposing party claims that there are many Gods. No resolut-
ive criteria are agreed upon: both sides point towards different ancient
monotheistic or polytheistic scripts as the evidence in favour of their
respective positions. The dispute cannot be settled by argumentation
because the parties have conflicting views on what constitutes justific-
atory evidence. If a resolution is wanted the parties are best off working
together towards establishing resolutive criteria, rather than trying to
persuade the other side to join in on their own judgement about the
factual object of the disagreement.

In the context of ordinary discourse resolutive criteria are often im-
plicitly agreed upon. Consider two children, Barney and Blarney, ar-
guing about what day of the week it is. Barney argues that it is Tuesday
and Blarney argues it is Wednesday. At some point in the argument-
ation Barney asks Blarney ‘How do you know that it is Wednesday?’
and Blarney settles the matter by replying ‘Dad said it is’. In this case
it is implicitly held by both Barney and Blarney that an account which
appeals to the authority of dad constitutes a proper criterion for de-
termining the truth of the matter and for resolving the disagreement.
It is common in ordinary discourse for people to appeal to authority in
order to provide justification for their claims. When people are asked
why they know of particular things, answers like ‘Francis told me’ or
‘because my GPS says so’ are often considered as “good enough” an-
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swers.
In cases where resolutive criteria is not determined, people often

work together to make it explicit. Barney and Blarney might agree that
dad’s account does not settle the dispute because dad is sometimes
wrong about what day of the week it is. Instead, they might decide that
having a look in the calendar will do the job. There are likely several
other ways for Barney and Blarney to establish the truth about which
day of the week it is. It is clear that Barney and Blarney must be in
mutual agreement about at least one resolutive criterion in order to
settle any case of disagreement amongst themselves, regardless of the
nature of the dispute. In other words, they must share a theory about
epistemic justification, which can be defined as follows:

Theory of Epistemic Justification: For any theory, T, T is a
theory of epistemic justification if, and only if, T determines
what type of account justifies believing in a particular pro-
position.

A theory of epistemic justification may be provisionally used only in
one particular case or a set of similar cases of disagreement, but it is
clear that the theory is incommensurate with contexts which involves
determination of truths of dissimilar nature. It does not suffice, for
instance, to look in a calendar to justify a claim about dinosaurs or
to investigate a dinosaur skeleton to determine what day of the week
it is. In short, people have different theories of epistemic justification
depending on their own understanding of the nature of the claim to be
judged.

To recapitulate the main points made in this section I wish to em-
phasise that epistemic justification in ordinary discourse can be char-
acterised as:

• Provisional: A theory of epistemic justification can be negotiated
and established, used in the purpose of resolving one or a set of in-
stances of disagreement, and then discarded and never used again.
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• Interchangeable: Several theories of epistemic justification can be
sufficient for determining the truth of a particular proposition.
Barney and Blarney can choose to look in the calendar or ask dad
to find out about what day of the week it is.

• Incommensurate: There are different theories of epistemic justifica-
tion, and none of them warrants belief in all claims to knowledge.
The authority of dad does not suffice to determine the truth of
propositions of any subject matter.

Some philosophers have thought that disputes about the truth of
claims to knowledge that are of a more extraordinary nature (notably
metaphysical, scientific and theological claims) can be less trivial to
settle and requires extraordinary evidence. As we shall see, the justi-
fication that they have often sought after is of a perennial and “bullet-
proof” nature.

1.2 Justification in extraordinary discourse

The general ambition of logic is to determine the boundaries of valid
reasoning by detailing what constitutes proof and inference. Logic tells
us when we can legitimately infer something unknown from something
known. Logic is however dead silent on matters which have to do with
the nature of knowledge itself. The nature of knowledge is a subject
which lies within the domain of another branch of philosophy that we
know as epistemology. The most basic undertaking of epistemology
is to determine the boundaries of knowledge; to delimit that which is
known from that which is unknown. One concern which is pivotal to
the success of being able to deliver on this undertaking is to provide a
theory of justification which deals with the issue of why some claims
to knowledge are justifiably believed in and why others are not. This
dependence can be characterised as follows. The truth or falsehood of
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any given proposition can only be determined in reference to justific-
atory evidence in support of that proposition. This means that all pro-
positions that are known to be true or false are supported by evidence,
and that all propositions whose truth value is unknown lack support of
evidence. In order to be able to delimit that which is known from that
which is unknown, the epistemologist must be able to determine for
any claim to knowledge whether or not it is justifiably believed in on
basis of adequate evidence.

There are several candidates for what might constitute epistemic
evidence. As previously mentioned, one way of substantiating a claim
is to appeal to authority. I might, for example, appeal to the fact that
I am a space scholar and that I have come to know the existence of ex-
traterrestrials through extensive studies of the universe. Another way
to substantiate a claim is to demonstrate that it is a theorem that fol-
lows logically from some proposition that is assumed to be true. If it
is discovered, for example, that Jupiter is a living entity, I can prove
that it follows logically from this proposition that extraterrestrials exist
by alluding to the necessitating laws of logic. A third way is to provide
empirical evidence, that is evidence from the senses, in support of a
claim. I might be an astronaut reporting back from mankind’s first
voyage to Jupiter that extraterrestrials exist and that I have observed
this fact with my own eyes and perhaps with the aid of an instrument.
I would then perhaps invite people who are sceptical to come to Jupiter
and look for themselves. It is the self-proclaimed business of epistemo-
logy to decide which, if any, of these types of accounts qualify as proper
epistemic evidence.

1.2.1 The thesis of universal epistemic justification

Many epistemologists are reluctant to limit their theories of epistemic
justification by excluding particular kinds of knowledge-claims from
the scope of their theory. If it is in principle indeterminate whether
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or not some claims to knowledge are supported with justificatory evid-
ence, then it cannot be known even in principle whether or not they are
true. If this is the case, then the epistemologist has to accept that there
are things in the world that are unknowable. The chief reason why this
is commonly not accepted is that it is pointless to start off an investiga-
tion by assuming about a thing that is purported to exist that there is no
way of finding anything out about it, including whether or not it exists.
As previously argued, a claim which cannot meet its burden of proof
can be dismissed without proof. Thus, if it is postulated that there
are a number of facts in the world whose truth value is indeterminate,
it could be legitimately objected that this postulate is itself ill-founded,
because it cannot (even in principle) meet its burden of proof. This ob-
jection should be sufficient for rejecting the alleged existence of these
“facts”. There is simply no good reason to make intellectual room
for claims whose validity is deemed inscrutable. Accordingly, many
epistemologists require that a theory of epistemic justification is uni-
versal — that the theory details what constitutes evidence for any and
all claims to knowledge. Let us define this theory:

Theory of Universal Epistemic Justification: For any theory, T,
T is a theory of universal epistemic justification if, and only
if, T determines what type of account justifies believing in
any given proposition.

I will call the belief that a theory of universal epistemic justification
(UEJT) can be provided the thesis of universal epistemic justification
(UEJ). This thesis is quite an extraordinary claim: it is in effect the be-
lief that disagreement about any claim to knowledge ultimately can be
settled objectively or scientifically, from a shared basis of understand-
ing; that a “key” similar to that of a math textbook can be brought
into existence whereby the truth value of any claim can be decided;
that a scientific language can be constructed which invariably and ac-
curately describes the world in its entirety. UEJ can be thought of as
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a hypothesis about humankind’s capacity for having knowledge about
the world, and it can be useful to understand it by bringing into con-
sideration the following metaphor of ‘reality as library’:

It is absurd to suppose that it is even in principle possible for
a mind to force a structure on a literally unstructured world.
There are indefinitely many ways to sort the books in a library
and some are just as useful as others, but there would be
no way to begin sorting books were books undifferentiated.
(Fumerton & Hasan, 2010)

Most epistemological theories2 make the basicmetaphysical assump-
tion that there is a reality composed of objects of knowledge. The ref-
erenced “absurdity” in this quote is aimed towards the doctrine that
there is no structure external to our minds; a position from which it
becomes difficult to explain how it is possible to perceive structure (or
to sort books), because of the restriction of not being able to allude to
an external world which imposes its structure on our minds (the books
in the library are undifferentiated). I wish to import UEJ into this ana-
logical scenery, between reality and library and books and things, to
help better explain the claim of the thesis. UEJ is in this analogy the
thesis that it is possible to determine (a priori on basis of a UEJT) for
any book what is its “correct” or “natural” place in the library. To
the extent that the tradition of epistemology establishes UEJ as a work-
ing hypothesis, the tradition also challenges itself to explain how we
decide for any given thing (book) where its correct place is in the gen-
eral scheme of things which is reality (the library). I will investigate
the extent to which the traditional philosophers of epistemology have
subscribed to UEJ in more detail throughout the essay, but for now suf-
fices to take note that the epistemologist who subscribes to UEJ must

2the notable exception of George Berkeley’s idealist epistemology will be discussed
along with it’s issues in more detail in subsequent chapters.
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provide a UEJT — a theory which addresses what kind of account ulti-
mately can provide justification for any claim to knowledge — to meet
the challenge posed by herself.

Needless to say, no one has managed to successfully construct a
UEJT. In the event that someone would, the end of humankind’s sci-
entific imagination would surely be marked. It is strikes me as probable
that the majority of all contemporary epistemologists at the very least
think it unlikely that such an event should ever occur, and that most
epistemologists of today therefore are sceptical with regard to UEJ.
The main point of argument in this essay is, however, that a significant
many epistemologists have been motivated by UEJ during the course
of history. I think that this becomes clear when looking at the answers
that the most influential epistemologists have given the focal questions:
‘What is epistemic justification?’ and ‘How do we know whether or not
a particular account suffices as evidential for a claim to knowledge?’.
This is why the bigger part of the subsequent chapters of this essay will
be spent on reviewing Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Berkeley and Hume,
among others. I will argue that some of these philosophers have been
unwilling to discard their loyalty to UEJ even when they were advoc-
ating seemingly incompatible theses and motives. I will suggest as an
explanation that the inclination to hold on to UEJ comes from fear
that UEJ is false and that it is impossible to construct a UEJT. If it is
impossible to construct a UEJT it follows that there are things in the
world that are ultimately unknowable or unintelligible. This is a scep-
tical conclusion that both epistemologists of the past and the present
have been generally unwilling to accept. I will address whether or not
this fear is warranted in the concluding section of the essay.
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2 The roots of epistemology

Doing epistemology is to engage with epistemological problems. In so
far as Plato originally formulated the cardinal epistemological problems
the tradition began with him. I will begin this chapter by introducing
the topic of epistemic justification in relation to the epistemology of
Plato. I will then continue to show how Plato’s psychological doctrine
of knowledge changed the self-image of philosophy, and how it is the
starting point of a philosophical inquiry motivated by the possibility to
discover a theory of universal epistemic justification.

2.1 What it means to know

Plato was among the first philosophers to point out that knowledge
needs to be defined so that knowledge can be distinguished from true
belief or true opinion. In short, he pointed out that claims to knowledge
need justification. In the Meno, which is a Socratic dialogue written by
Plato, Socrates highlights the difference between knowing that some-
thing is true and having a true opinion about something, while discuss-
ing the matter with the greek politician Meno (Holbo & Waring, 2010,
p. 270–272):

Socrates: A man who knew the way to Larissa, or anywhere
else you like, who went there and guided others there
would securely lead them well?

Meno: Certainly.

Socrates: What if someone had a true opinion about which
way was the right way, but he hadn’t gone there himself
and wasn’t acquainted with the place. Wouldn’t he also
lead the way correctly?

Meno: Certainly.
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Socrates: As long as he has the right opinion concerning that
which other people know, he will not be a worse guide
than one who knows. For he has a true opinion, though
not knowledge … True opinions, for as long as they re-
main, are fine things and do nothing but good. But they
do not hang around for long; they escape from a man’s
mind, so that they are not worth much until one teth-
ers them with chains of reasons why. And these, Meno
my friend, are threads of memory, as previously agreed.
After opinions are tied down, in the first place they be-
come knowledge; secondly, they remain in place. That is
why knowledge is prized more highly than correct opin-
ion; knowledge differs from correct opinion in being tied
down.

Justification is depicted as an essential constituent of knowledge
which, in Plato’s words, is supposed to “tether [true beliefs] with chains
of reasonswhy”. In another Socratic dialogue, theTheaetetus, the concept
of knowledge is inconclusively analysed in pursuit of a satisfying defin-
ition. Regardless of Plato’s failure to lay down a satisfying definition
of knowledge the attempt has been proven fruitful. So much, in fact,
that the definition proposed in the Theaetetus, of knowledge as justi-
fied, true belief, captures the spirit of what knowledge is taken to be still
today. Arguably, most people today would agree that to know the way
to Larissa is to be justified in claiming to have a true belief about the
way to Larissa, and that to claim to know the way to Larissa when one
in fact only possess an incidental true belief about it is to be unjustified
in claiming to know the way to Larissa.

A statement of a justified, true belief, expresses a truth because
something in the world is as the statement describes, and it expresses a
belief because someone believes in that truth, but why does it express
a true belief which is justified? Plato started looking for what type of
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account can be provided in order to demonstrate why a claim is a genu-
ine case of knowledge. He was not looking for examples of particular
cases of knowledge or the accounts that make people justified in believ-
ing them. He was not interested in what type of account specifically
satisfies a claim to knowledge about, for example, dinosaurs, god or
elemental particles; he started looking for a general definition of what
epistemic justification is — one that would enable any claim to know-
ledge to be successfully identified as either a genuine case of knowledge
or as a statement merely claiming to be one.

Plato launched a quest for epistemic justification and he steered it in
the general direction which is still being pursued and explored today.
Understanding what knowledge is has been one of the central concerns
of philosophy for over two millennia, and the idea that a satisfactory
definition of knowledge must be able to set it apart from true belief
is still prevalent within contemporary epistemology. The problem of
defining ‘justification’ so that the concept of knowledge meets this re-
quirement clearly remains unsolved. In the following section I will ex-
amine Plato’s theory of epistemic justification which is interwoven with
his theory about the nature of mind and knowledge.

2.2 Plato’s psychological doctrine of knowledge

Plato might not have been the first Greek thinker to have envisaged
thinking as being something like examining “imagery” with an “eye
of the mind”, but he used this metaphor in an original way by mak-
ing it an integral part of a complex theory of the world and of how
we, as rational beings, come to know it. This theory is known as the
theory of forms. The theory of forms has a tendency to come across
to modern readers as metaphysical, strange and speculative. Regard-
less of the extent to which the theory deserves this interpretation, it
is an unfortunate mistake to overlook the distinctly logical-semantic
and psychological-epistemological features of the theory that have had
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a persistent influence on the thought of subsequent philosophers up
until today. I will now proceed to present some parts of the theory of
forms. This presentation should not be taken as a presentation of the
theory as a whole, as I will focus only on the psychological and epi-
stemological claims of the theory that are crucial to understanding of
what Plato took epistemic justification to be.

When Plato entered the philosophical scene of ancient Greece the
commonsensical view of knowledge acquisition was (just as it is today)
that people come to know of things by the sense impressions — sights,
sounds, tastes, smells and touch sensations — that they have when ob-
serving the world. As pointed out by Aristotle, in his account of ante-
cedent philosophies in The Metaphysics, Plato was influenced by some
of his predecessors to dismiss this common sense view:

For as a youngman Plato was originally an associate of Cratylus
and Heraclitean opinions, to the effect that all perceptible
things were in a permanent state of flux and that there was
no knowledge of them, and these things he also later on main-
tained. (Arist. Met. I.6, 987b, trans. Lawson-Tancred)

Not trusting the sense organs’ capabilities to produce reliable evid-
ence of knowledge, Plato assumed that if knowledge exists it must come
from another source. Having seen evidence of knowledge independent
from observation in universal mathematics, he came up with the idea,
which is essential to his philosophy, that to know is to “see” the nature
of things with a special kind of seeing which is untainted by the deceiving
nature of the senses. To see the nature of things in this “pure” way, he
maintained, is analogous to visually seeing things in that perceptible
things can be seen or perceived more or less “clearly”. This special
kind of seeing which makes us capable of knowing is, however, not a
mode of perception per se; it is something rather different. Unfortu-
nately, Plato does not describe the nature of it using other terms than
that of a metaphorical language revolving around analogies of vision.
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He provides no explanation as to the nature of it other than accounts
to the effect that “to know is to see the nature clearly with the mind’s
eye”. Despite the vagueness, the contents of these claims are, if taken
literally, distinctly psychological and epistemological.

There are two claims in Plato’s theory of forms that, when com-
bined, have particularly far reaching epistemological implications. The
first claim, which I have already accounted for, is the claim that the
acquisition of knowledge is an operation strictly confined to the work-
ings of the mind, without any dependencies on sense perception. The
second claim is that the product of this process — the pieces of know-
ledge that people come to possess as a result of it — is a special kind of
psychological content, which in modern philosophical jargon is known
as mental representation. Plato thought that the concrete psychological
entities that people become aware of through perception, such as the
particular man Socrates or the particular glass of water I at the present
moment have before me, are illusory in the sense that they conceal the
true nature of the objects that they are thought to represent. Because of
the delusive status of perceptible objects, descriptions of such objects
invariably fail to yield truth. The psychological entities that we come
to possess through the process of pure reason (“seeing with the eye of
the mind”) is of a different kind from the entities of sense perception;
they are in a special philosophical sense “idealised” versions of them3.
These entities are exemplified by ‘the nature of water’, ‘the nature of
humankind’, or ‘the nature of virtue’. They are a species of what con-
temporary philosophers call mental representations; a particular kind of
concept or constituent of thought. When these mental representations
are put together in the mind so as to form thoughts or propositions,
they are said to “represent” the true nature of things or facts outside the

3The sense in which the objects of pure reason are idealised versions of perceptible
objects is an integral part of the logical-semantic doctrine of the theory of forms. I
recommend Anders Wedberg, 1968, as an introduction to this topic.
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mind. If a mental representation represents something in accordance
with its nature it is called “accurate” or else it is called “inaccurate”.
Knowledge can only be attained when an object of reason, such as ‘the
nature of mankind’, is accurately represented. To know (or to justifiably
believe in) something, S, is thus the same thing, according to Plato, as
having or being in possession of an accurate mental representation of
S.

I have now explained two psychologically and epistemologically sig-
nificant claims of Plato’s theory of forms. The first one, which is Plato’s
answer to how people come to know things, is that knowledge acquis-
ition is a process of pure reason. The second claim is that to know is
to be in possession of an accurate mental representation. I take these
claims to be the basic assumptions of what I call Plato’s psychological
doctrine of knowledge. In the following section I will examine the epi-
stemological consequences of the doctrine.

2.3 Philosophy’s new self-image

The introduction of the psychological doctrine of knowledge has had so
far reaching consequences for epistemology that it eventually gave rise
to a new self-image of philosophy; a self-image that would persist and
be augmented throughout the development of epistemology through
the works of subsequent philosophers such as René Descartes, John
Locke, Immanuel Kant and others. Philosophy began to see itself as
“foundational” in the sense which Richard Rorty describes of being
“the attempt to underwrite or debunk claims to knowledge made by
science, morality, art, or religion” (Rorty, 1979, p. 3).

Why did the psychological doctrine of knowledge give rise to this
self-image? It opened the door to the possibility to investigate the
nature of themind in hope of discovering something fundamental about
knowledge. Rorty explains:
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To discover these foundations is to discover something about
the mind, and conversely. To know is to represent accurately
what is outside the mind; so to understand the possibility
and nature of knowledge is to understand the way in which
the mind is able to construct such representations. (Rorty,
1979, p. 3)

Plato’s psychological doctrine of knowledge launched a new type
of philosophical inquiry, stimulated by the possibility to discover the
foundations of knowledge; it became a “holy Grail” of philosophy.
Whywere philosopher’s tempted by the possibility to discover this “found-
ation of knowledge”? The answer is that philosophers were motivated
by the thought that it ought to be possible, given that the way in which
the mind constructs representations can be understood, to provide def-
inite answers to basic epistemological questions such as ‘What is know-
ledge?’ and ‘How do people come to know things?’. But more import-
antly, the chief motivation behind this inquiry is, I believe, the thesis
of universal epistemic justification: the promise of being able to answer
the question ‘When are we justified in believing in something?’ by suc-
ceeding in the epistemological undertaking to determine the boundar-
ies of knowledge. UEJT, I maintain, is the holy Grail of epistemology.

To recapitulate, the thesis of universal epistemic justification, UEJ
for short, is that it is possible to provide a theory of universal epistemic
justification, UEJT. Consider a theory which describes everything there
is to know about how the mind constructs representations. In the mind
we judge propositions to be either true or false. We do this on basis of
some form of evidential “input” delivered to the mind by some process
which connects us to the world (be it sensory perception, a process of
pure reason or something else). It is on the basis of this input that we
judge ‘true or false’. A theory which describes everything there is to
know about how the mind constructs representations must incorpor-
ate a full account of what type of output (either a true proposition or
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a false proposition) is produced given any input. This theory would
tell us which type of input yields true judgement and which yields false
judgement. Hence, this theory is a theory of universal epistemic justi-
fication, UEJT:

Theory of Universal Epistemic Justification: For any theory, T,
T is a theory of universal epistemic justification if, and only
if, T determines what type of account justifies believing in
any given proposition.

I conclude that the discovery of a foundation of knowledge, which
was made conceivable through Plato’s invention of a psychological doc-
trine of knowledge and which is to be discovered through the examin-
ation of the nature of mind, is tantamount to the discovery of a theory
of universal epistemic justification. With reference to the aforemen-
tioned definition, I propose that the idea of a “foundational” theory of
knowledge is identical with the idea of a theory of universal epistemic
justification. I conclude, furthermore, that the chief motivation behind
the epistemological examination of the nature of the mind is to vindic-
ate the thesis of universal epistemic justification. I venture to reinforce
this claim in subsequent chapters by discussing it in relation to other
epistemological theories than that of Plato.

2.4 Meeting the burden of proof

The suggestion made by Plato, that to know is to grasp truth with the
eye of the mind, is the birth of the concept of mind as being both
the privately accessible container of knowledge and the single organ
by which we come by it. This postulate establishes new ground rules
for how claims to knowledge are justified.

Given Plato’s psychological doctrine of knowledge, it is required for
someone, S, to be justified in claiming a proposition, P, to be true or
false, that S is able to establish the fact that S has come to know P
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through the process of pure reason construed by Plato as “the grasping
of truth with an eye of the mind” and that S, as a consequence, pos-
sesses an accurate mental representation that P. In short, S must be
able to demonstrate the existence of an accurate mental representation
of P. The question that I will be answering in this section is whether
or not Plato is able to meet the burden of proof that comes with the
claims which encompass his psychological doctrine of knowledge. In
other words: ‘Can Plato demonstrate the existence of his own accurate
mental representations?’

It is quite unclear what kind of process Plato has in mind when he
talks about knowledge acquisitions as a process of pure reason. Is it
perhaps inference: a process in which the unknown is inferred from the
known by means of conscious reasoning? It seems not, because if it
was inference then Plato would be able to recite the steps of reasoning
which took him to his conclusions, whereby (perhaps) he would be able
to provide justification for his claims. It is clear that, for many of the
extraordinary claims that are central to the theory of forms and the
psychological doctrine of knowledge, Plato does not provide logical
proof. He does not, for example, point towards any entailment with
regard to the existence of an inner mental eye with the attributes that
he ascribes to it.

If the process is not a form of conscious reasoning then it seems
reasonable to conclude that it must be some form of mental intuition
which is left unexplained by Plato. By ‘intuition’ I mean the ability
to understand something instinctively without the need for conscious
reasoning. For example, I understand (arguably) that I am in pain
without conscious reasoning and I would therefore say that my pain
is intuitively known. It seems that Plato has the same relation to the
objects of pure reason as I believe that I have to pain. If I am right
in asserting that Plato’s process of pure reasoning is a form of undis-
closed or private mental intuition it is only fair to conclude that there
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is no way that Plato could, in principle, meet his burden of proof. The
alleged existence of mental intuitions cannot be publicly demonstrated
since they are per definition intuitions and as such, for all we know,
exclusively privately accessible. The consequence of this is rather dev-
astating: identifying claims made by others as cases of knowledge be-
comes a matter of trust without warranty. We are left with self-reports of
knowledge-seekers, who claim to have come by truth, as the only kind
of justificatory account available. The only way for people to justify
their own claims would be to appeal to their own authority. It is clear
that Plato undermines the credibility of his assertions to the extent he
is forced to appeal to his own authority to vindicate his claims.

I will therefore now leave the theory of forms to focus, instead, on
other attempts that have been made to meet the burden of proof re-
quired to establish a foundational theory of knowledge or a UEJT. In
the following section I will discuss whether or not it is possible to es-
tablish a foundation of knowledge based on inference.

3 Tethering true belief with inference

The legacy of Plato’s theory of forms in many ways continued with
his disciple Aristotle. According to Anders Wedberg “Aristotle’s modi-
fication of the platonic theory of forms largely consists in that he got
rid of most of its metaphysical superstructure”. (Wedberg, 1968, p.
81) Aristotle inherited Plato’s idea that to know is to possess an ac-
curate representation of something outside of the mind (ibid., p. 82)
and that the mind is the organ by which we ultimately come to know
truths about the world (ibid., p. 97). Aristotle thus inherited what I
call Plato’s psychological doctrine of knowledge. However, contrary to
Plato, Aristotle did not think that all perceptible things were in a per-
manent state of flux and that there is no knowledge of them. Instead, he
thought that the objects that are perceived, which he called particulars,
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are real, and that the objects of pure reason, which he called univer-
sals, are dependent on the former to exist. In the introducing chapter
to his translation of Aristotle’s TheMetaphysics, Hugh Lawson-Tancred
writes:

[Aristotle] holds that some substances4 are particular, like
Socrates or Red Rum, while others are general, such as the
species of man and horse, or the genus of animal … A Pla-
tonist would say that the most general of them, the genus of
animal, was closest to being substance, but Aristotle takes
precisely the opposite view, holding that it is particular in-
dividuals that are fundamental, with the other, classificatory
substances being dependent on them, in that if there were
nothing for them to classify they would have no being at all.
(Arist. Met. Introduction by Lawson-Tancred, xxv. trans.
Lawson-Tancred)

Aristotle thus proclaimed a sort of ontological primacy of the ob-
jects that we become aware of through perception (particulars) over
the objects that we become aware of through reason (universals). In
the following sections I attempt to show how Aristotle likewise pro-
claimed an epistemological primacy of sense perception over processes
of reasoning. In making this claim Aristotle committed himself to re-
pudiating Plato’s refutation of the possibility of acquiring knowledge
through perception. In order to explain this epistemological theory I
will first examine Aristotle’s invention of syllogistic logic and its place
within the system of knowledge that Aristotle called deductive science.

4Aristotle’s concept of substance is dichotomised and rather complex. It suffices
in this context to think of substance as a form of being that can have different qualities.
Quality, in turn, is a different form of being than that of substance.
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3.1 Deduction

Inference is any sort of reasoning in which the truth value of a pro-
position (which previously have been unknown) is established. Aris-
totle invented a particular system or codification of the principles of
inference called syllogistic logic, whereby he exhaustively described or
formalised all possible syllogisms. A syllogism is a form of inference in
which a conclusion is drawn from two given or assumed propositions.
It is exemplified by reasoning from the premises that ‘all men are mor-
tal’ and ‘Socrates is a man’ to the conclusion that ‘Socrates is mortal’.
Aristotle called this kind of reasoning deductive because it involves in-
ferring conclusions about particular objects (e.g. the man Socrates)
from premises that state general laws about objects (e.g. that all men
are mortal). Deductive reasoning is sometimes called “pure” because
the logical validity of a deductive argument is independent of the con-
tingent nature5 of the objects of sensory perception that are referred
to in its conclusion and premises. Deductive arguments are logically
valid because the truth value of the claim that is to be proven follows
logically from the truth value of the evidence, such that if the premises
of the argument are true then the conclusion is necessarily true. The
truth of a proposition which is to be proved by a deductive argument
can only be guaranteed given that the evidence (the premises of the ar-
gument) is already known to be true. Consequently, if an account is to
play the role of justificatory epistemic evidence by deductively entailing
a claim to knowledge, it must be known in advance that the account
itself is true and that it constitutes evidence that makes the claim to
knowledge probable. In other words, in the context of epistemic justi-
fication inferential accounts are bound by the conditions stated in the
following principle:

5I will elaborate on the contingencies of perception in the following chapter.
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Principle of Inferential Justification6: To be justified in believing
P on the basis of E, one must not only be (1) justified in
believing E, but also (2) justified in believing that E makes
probable P.

This principle can be illustrated by assuming that the proposition
to be proved, P, is ‘at least one extraterrestrial exists’. I let ‘Jupiter
is an extraterrestrial being’ be the evidence, E, from which P follows
logically. The principle states that in order to be justified in believing
that at least one extraterrestrial exists on basis of the proposition that
Jupiter is an extraterrestrial being, I must first be justified in believing
in E. Moreover, I must also be justified in believing that E is connected
to P in such a way that the former constitutes evidence in favor of
the latter. In this case, P is logically entailed by E since Jupiter is an
extraterrestrial and the inference would therefore meet the condition
stated in the second clause of the principle. It can not however be
determined apriori whether or not the inference meets the condition
stated in the first clause of the principle, since E is a factual claim which
cannot be justifiably believed to be true other than if it is established to
be true on basis of justificatory evidence.

3.1.1 Epistemic regression

Arguably, most of the propositions that people know to be true has
the status of knowledge only because they are justifiably believed as a
result of some different proposition being justifiably believed. For ex-
ample, I know that the earth revolves around the sun, and not the other
way around, because I know that various scientific texts says so. My
knowledge that the earth revolves around the sun thus depends on me
knowing that the accounts given in these texts are true and constitute

6I owe this formulation to Fumerton & Hasan, 2010
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justificatory evidence. In the following paragraph I present an argu-
ment (borrowed from Fumerton & Hasan, 2010) which shows that it
is problematic to assert that all justification is inferential, given that the
principle of inferential justification is true.

Since it is required for someone S to be justified in believing some
proposition P, S must be in a position to legitimately infer it from some
other proposition E1. E1 could justify S in believing P only if S were
justified in believing E1. The only way for S to be justified in believ-
ing E1, given that all justification is inferential, is to infer it from some
other proposition justifiably believed, E2. Proposition E2 would in turn
have to be inferred from some other proposition E3, which is justifiably
believed, and so on, ad infinitum. No finite being can complete an infin-
itely long chain of reasoning and therefore, given that the only available
means of epistemic justification is inferential, no one is justified in be-
lieving anything at all. This position is obviously problematic given the
goal of proposing a theory of justification. It is also be argued that it is
self-refuting, because the truth of the claim that no one knows anything
seems to entail the falsehood of that very claim itself. For these reasons
we are lead to the conclusion that there must be a kind of justification
which is not inferential; one that terminates the endless loop of infer-
ence by tethering the beliefs that are inferential to a body of knowledge
which is known through some other means than by inference.

3.1.2 Epistemic deprivation

The following quote, which is a critique of deduction or ratiocination
by John Stuart Mill, the status of deduction as a process of inference is
brought into doubt:

We have now to inquire, whether the syllogistic process, that
of reasoning from generals to particulars, is or is not, a pro-
cess of inference; a progress from the known to the unknown;
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a means of coming to a knowledge of something which we did
not know before … It is universally allowed that a syllogism
is vicious if there is anything more in the conclusion than
was assumed in the premises. But this is, in fact, to say, that
nothing ever was, or can be, proved by syllogism, which was
not known, or assumed to be known, before. Is ratiocination,
then, not a process of inference? … This seems an inevitable
consequence of the doctrine, admitted by all writers on the
subject, that a syllogism can prove no more than is involved in
the premises. Yet the acknowledgement so explicitly made,
has not prevented one set of writers from continuing to rep-
resent the syllogism as the correct analysis of what the mind
actually performs in discovering and proving the larger half
of the truths, whether of science or of daily life, which we
believe … (1882, p. 139)

Mill turns deduction on its head, so to speak, and shakes it up and
down, whereafter he concludes that it is completely devoid of novel
knowledge. Mill contends that since what is stated in deductive conclu-
sions amounts to the same thing as that which is stated in its premises,
the conclusions are, therefore, already known. To repeat a former il-
lustration, take the syllogism ‘all men are mortal, Socrates is a man’
therefore ‘Socrates is mortal’ as an example. If someone, S, under-
stands the meaning of the sentence ‘all men are mortal and Socrates
is a man’, then S, in a real sense, already understands that Socrates
is mortal. If Mill is right, deductive or ratiocinative arguments, such
as syllogism, must be deprived of its status as the formalisation of a
process of inference.

3.1.3 Dependency on induction for justification

I have brought up two problems with taking inference to be the model
of epistemic justification. The first problem is a viciously circular prob-
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lem which leads to epistemic regression and which adheres to inference
as epistemic justification in general. Inference, per se, cannot be rejec-
ted as a model of epistemic justification on the basis of this critique
alone, for it is still possible for the conditions stated in the principle of
inferential justification to be satisfied by another type of inference. Per-
haps, the epistemically regressive loop would be broken by the demon-
stration of an epistemically justified account which is instead based on
inductive inference. What does follow, however, from the argument
from epistemic regression and Mill’s argument from epistemic depriva-
tion is that the possibility for deductive inference to stand by itself as
justificatory must be excluded. Deductive inference does not alone sat-
isfy the principle of inferential justification. Hence, deductive inference
is not the proper kind of justificatory epistemic evidence.

Aristotle, who was aware of the seemingly endless chain of inferen-
tial justification and the aforementioned epistemological implications,
thought that the problem could be terminated by postulating that there
is knowledge which is non-inferentially justified. Before exploring this
possibility we shall examine whether or not induction suffices to bring
inferential justification back into the picture.

3.2 Induction

Induction is the type of reasoning in which propositions that state gen-
eral laws about objects (such as ‘all men are mortal’) are inferred from
propositions that state particular things about objects (such as ‘a partic-
ularman referred to as “Socrates” ismortal’). In a scholastic-aristotelian
terminology, inductive reasoning takes us from knowledge of particu-
lars to knowledge of universals, whereas in deductive reasoning we do
do the opposite. Aristotle thought that the basic sentences of deduct-
ive science — the ones that provides justification for making deductive
inferences — were based on the type of inductive reasoning where one
concludes from the observation that a number ofA:s are B:s that allA:s
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are B:s (Wedberg, 1968, p. 90-91). For example, someone, S, might
believe from having encountered a number, N, of swans — where N
could be any finite number — that all N of them were white colored.
On basis of this belief S might have inductively inferred the proposition
that all swans are white, which is a statement of a general law.

3.2.1 The problem of induction

In the first half of the eighteenth century, Scottish philosopher David
Hume published his magnum opusATreatise of HumanNaturewhereby
he drew considerable philosophical attention to matters concerning the
nature and validity of inductive reasoning and to what is known as “the
problem of induction”. I will attempt, in the following, to illustrate the
main point of this problem.

When I see a lemon, past experience makes me expect that it will
taste like a lemon. Why do I have this expectation? The answer is,
according to Hume, that I have in my previous experiences frequently
conjoined the sight of lemons with the taste of lemons. I might believe
that each time that I have made such a conjunction I have been directly
observing a causal connection which has necessitated it.

Am I justified in believing that I have observed a causal connec-
tion? I have inferred this belief on basis of having frequently observed
a conjunction between two things, says Hume. I have not, however, ob-
served any element of necessity between them. Since the existence of
frequent conjunction (alone) does not entail the existence of any causal
connection, I have no evidence of a causal connection, so Hume says.
Hence, I am not justified in believing that I have observed one.

Is my expectation that when I see a lemon it will taste like a lemon
rational? The answer to this question depends on whether or not I am I
justified in believing that those instances of lemons of which I have had
no experience will resemble those of which I have had experience. It
is clear that if there were such a justification, it would have to proceed
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from the following principle:

The Principle of the Uniformity of Nature: Those instances of
which we have had no experience resemble those of which we
have had experience.

As I have shown I have no evidence of any causal connection which
necessitates the conjunctions that I have previously made about lem-
ons. I therefore have no justificatory evidence for believing in the prin-
ciple of the uniformity of nature. Hence, I am not justified in expect-
ing, when I see a lemon, that it will taste like the ones I have previously
tasted.

As noted by Bertrand Russell, the principle of uniformity of nature
is not logically necessary, since we can at least conceive a change in
the course of nature. It could therefore be suggested that we should
think of it as a principle of probability; that frequent conjunction of
past experience does not prove but makes probable that conjunctions of
which we have no experience will resemble those of past experience.
However, as Russell points out, the belief that the future will resemble
the past is equally unjustified when it is construed as one of probability
as one of necessity:

All probable arguments assume the same principle, and there-
fore [the claim that the principle of the uniformity of nature
is a principle of probability] cannot itself be proved by any
probable argument or even rendered probable by any such
argument. (Russell, 1945, p. 670)

On this basis Russell reaches Hume’s conclusion:

The supposition that the future will resemble the past is not
founded on arguments by any kind, but is derived entirely
from habit. The conclusion is one of complete skepticism:
all probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation.
(ibid.)
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The conclusion of the problem of induction is that inductive argu-
ments are invalid; that the truth value of the conclusion of an inductive
argument (as opposed to what is the case in deductive arguments) is
not logically necessitated by the truth value of its premises. This means
that it is always logically possible for an inductively inferred proposition
to be rebutted on basis of some future or overlooked observation. For
example, S’ claim that all swans are white is clearly refuted by the fact
that black swans have been observed to exist in Australia. Mill puts
emphasis on the magnitude of the problem of induction in his System
of Logic:

Why is a single instance, in some cases, sufficient for a com-
plete induction, while others, myriads of concurring instances,
without a single exception known or presumed, go such a
very little way towards establishing an universal proposition?
Whoever can answer this question knows more of the philo-
sophy of logic than the wisest of the ancients, and has solved
the problem of induction. (Mill, 1882, p. 344)

3.2.2 Dependency on perception for justification

Aristotle thought that induction played a very important role in the
acquisition of scientific knowledge in that the basic propositions of sci-
ence, on which all of our knowledge of the world ultimately depends,
are known by means of induction. He seems, however, to have had
a rather unclear conception of what induction actually is. As sugges-
ted by Anders Wedberg, conclusions drawn inductively seem to be as-
sumed by Aristotle to be intuitively true:

It is, according to Aristotle, by means of induction that we
come to know the basic propositions of science … Through
observing a number of particularA:s, that areB:s, we are lead
to see the universal connection that all A:s are B:s. When we
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have become aware of this universal connection, it becomes
an object of a kind of pure intellectual intuition. The ba-
sic propositions of science become evident, as soon as they
have come to our attention by means of induction. (Wed-
berg, 1968, p. 91)

The evidence or premises from which a general proposition is in-
ductively inferred is based on sense perception. It is ultimately on the
basis of perceiving things in the world that we inductively infer general
propositions about things. The inductive process is therefore depend-
ent on the contingencies of perception. The intended meaning of ‘con-
tingency’ in this context is that the objects of perception are subject to
change and that they are not always as they seem or what we think that
they are. In the following chapter I will examine the British empiri-
cists attempt to establish the existence of facts known through a form
of non-inferential perceptual intuition. It suffices for now to erect the
hypothetical that if the legitimacy of inductive reasoning has this de-
pendence on perception, and deductive reasoning is dependent on the
legitimacy of induction for its own legitimacy, then it can be concluded
that all inference — that is all kind of reasoning in which the unknown
is inferred from the known — is dependent on the contingencies of
perception for its legitimacy. This line of reasoning prompts us to dig
deeper into the most basic assumption of the empiricist tradition in
philosophy and to investigate the notion of empirical evidence.

4 Tethering true belief with observation

The most basic claim of empiricism is that knowledge is ultimately de-
rived from sensory experience: the kind of experiences that people have
when they observe the world by means of their sensory faculties; sight,
hearing, smell, and the like. Claims to knowledge can therefore, by
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empiricist standards, only be justified with reference to accurate obser-
vations of the world, which is what constitutes what is called empirical
evidence. It is required for a claim to knowledge to be justified that it is
either directly supported by empirical evidence or that it is a corollary
of a claim which is. In an empiricist theory of justification, the accu-
mulation of propositions supported by empirical evidence becomes a
“foundation” of true beliefs, and all other propositions must be infer-
entially derived from this foundation in order to be justifiably believed
in.

It is worth mentioning, in passing, that the claims to knowledge
made by science is empirical to the extent that the scientific method
requires that scientific hypotheses and theories must be tested against
empirical evidence rather than resting on a priori reasoning. To impose
such requirements is very common within science and therefore many
scientific claims to knowledge can only be justified with reference to
the derivation of true belief from accurate observation of the world.
Scientific knowledge is thus to a significant extent dependent on the
empiricist theory of epistemic justification.

This chapter will revolve around the question of how we know what
constitutes empirical evidence — a question which is virtually identical
to ‘How do we know when our observations of the world are accurate?’.
I will outline the general idea of the empiricist theory of epistemic jus-
tification in relation to the seventeenth and eighteenth century British
empiricist philosophy. I continue to show that the possibility of justi-
fication in empiricist epistemology is invariably dependent on what I
call the doctrine of sense data, which is essentially the idea that some
facts are non-inferentially “given” or self-evident in perception. In the
end of the chapter I will discuss the legitimacy of the doctrine of sense
data.
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4.1 A new epistemological challenge

The early seventeenth century advent of the revolutionary mechanistic
interpretation of nature in science brought with it a radical reconstruc-
tion of the understanding of the mind, and a brand new challenge
for epistemology. As Wallace Matson points out in his article “Why
isn’t the Mind-Body Problem Ancient?’’ the ancient Greek philosoph-
ers used to think of the mind as a place where “thinking” goes on sep-
arately from “sensing”:

The Greeks did not lack a concept of mind, even of a mind
separable from the body. But from Homer to Aristotle, the
line between mind and body, when drawn at all, was drawn
as to put the processes of sense perception on the body side.
(Matson, 1966, p. 101)

In the seventeenth century the line between mind and body was re-
drawn. The mind seemed to resist explanation in terms of physical
causation governed by natural law and therefore became “disembod-
ied’’ and isolated from the physical world. As a consequence, sense
perception (which used to be thought of as a physical process) was re-
interpreted as a mental process on par with phenomena such as reas-
oning, memory and dreaming.

4.1.1 Dependency on sense data for justification

The new epistemological challenge for the empiricist epistemologist,
whowants to show how claims to knowledge are justified by the support
of empirical evidence, is nicely put by Willard V. Quine in the first
section of his 1974 book, The Roots of Reference:

Science itself teaches that there is no clairvoyance; that the
only information that can reach our sensory surfaces from
external objects must be limited to two-dimensional optical
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projections and various impacts of air waves on the eardrums
and some gaseous reactions in the nasal passages and a few
kindred odds and ends. How, the challenge proceeds, could
one hope to find out about the external world from such mea-
gre traces? (Quine, 1974, p. 2)

As I have argued in previous sections, any epistemologist who wants
to provide a theory of epistemic justification — which is, in effect, a
foundational theory of knowledge where knowledge is presumed to be
accurate mental representation — must explain of how mental repres-
entations are constructed. The credibility of such explanations will be
conceived of by the majority of the philosophical and scientific com-
munity (and has been since the advent of the mechanistic interpreta-
tion of nature), as highly dubious unless they are “physical” explan-
ations which assert how representations are constructed in terms of
cause and effect. The challenge for the empiricist epistemologist is
thus to explain how the external world ultimately causes us, by means
of physical stimulation, to have the theory of the world that we do; an
explanation must be provided as to why we justifiably judge true things
to be true or false things to be false, and unjustifiably judge true things
to be false or false things to be true. In terms of input and output,
the epistemologist must show what input (physical stimulation) yields
justified, true belief as output.

The famous seventeenth and eighteenth century British empiricist
epistemologists, John Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume, who
were facing this problem, had an atomistic attitude towards perception.
They thought that the three dimensional bodies that we perceive of as
concrete things of different kinds, such as houses and cows, must be
composite and made up by irreducible sensory elements. These ele-
ments, which are called sense data, are the individual smells, noises,
feels and patches of colors that we find in our observations. Sense data
are “raw impressions”, simple and singular in form, that are “passively
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received by”, “given” or “presented to” us in a way that it is impossible
to doubt their existence. The objects of perception (things or bodies)
are not given to us in perception but are inferred from sense data. Sen-
sation was thus understood by the British empiricists as the reception
of atomic sense data, and perception was understood as the inference of
composite bodies from these data.

Patches or shapes of colors are one of the candidates suggested to
be sense data. I will now take color as an example of a sense datum
to explain in more detail what sense data are, and how the empiricist
theory of justification is dependent on the doctrine of sense data. It
might seem obvious that colors are (in some way) dependent on ex-
ternal objects for their existence, and that the yellowness of a lemon
and the greenness of a lime exist due to the fact that lemons and limes
are yellow respectively green fruits. However, when I put my fruits
under a fluorescent light they take on funny colors. This fact suggests
that the colors do not belong to the fruits themselves, because the fruits
could surely not have changed in themselves as a result of me putting
them under fluorescent light. It is also clear that blind people see col-
ors differently or not at all because of sensory impairment, and if the
variation in color perception is due to a quality resident in the things
themselves we would admittedly have to attribute many colors to the
same object. This would have strange consequences, because, if so, it
would be as true for the color-blind to say of a particular lemon that
it is grey as for the visually unimpaired to say that it is yellow, which
seems contradictory.

So, where in the scheme of things do colors belong if they are not
qualities of external objects? It can be suggested that I project colors
onto objects and that the colors of objects are solely dependent on my
mind for their existence. This, however, is a tough position to maintain
given that the colors of objects alter when external objects are manip-
ulated. If we remind ourselves of a quote stated in the beginning of
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this essay, we might even be inclined to say that it is a position that
suffers from unintelligibility. Consider this slightly altered version of
the preceding quote:

There are indefinitely many ways to project color onto things,
but there would be no way to begin projecting colors if the
things that the colors are projected onto were undifferenti-
ated.

It is obvious that the mind does not arbitrarily project colors onto
objects and that there must be some basis or principle that governs
such projections. The quote invites us to ask: ‘On what basis would
the mind chose to project yellowness onto lemons if not on the basis of
some quality on part of lemons which distinguishes its color from that
of other objects?’. It seems that there are no persuading alternative
answers to this question. If so, it must be admitted that the structure
of the external world affects color perception in a way which to some
extent determines the colors of particular objects.

If we persuaded to believe that we are unjustified in believing in that
any of the two above accounts tell us the truth about the existence of
colors, we might chose to opt for a “middle ground” alternative which
was suggested by Plato in the Theaetetus and which reflects a modern
scientific theory of vision:

… black or white or any other color will turn out to have come
into being through the impact of the eye upon the appropri-
ate motion; and what we naturally call a particular color is
neither that which impinges nor that which is impinged upon,
but something which has come into being between the two,
and which is private to the individual percipient. (Theaetetus
154a, trans. Cooper)

The yellowness of the lemon arises in perception from the interac-
tion of particles refracted from the lemon onto my sensory surfaces.
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Subsequent to the impact on my retina, my mind processes or “in-
terprets” the interaction whereby yellowness arises. The yellowness is
thus the product of two distinct but inseparable processes: one is a
physical process of stimulation, which is non-inferentially “given”, and
the other one is a mental process, which is inferentially “interpreted”.
The conclusion is that the yellowness is neither a quality of an external
thing independent of the existence of someone or something which per-
ceives it, nor is it an internal phenomenon entirely independent of the
existence of external things.

The doctrine of sense data proposes to separate these processes so
that some things in perception are “given” but not “interpreted”. The
things that are “given” are said to be sense data and the things that are
“interpreted” are said to be bodies or things. In order for people to
be justified in making factual claims based on observation, they must
substantiate their claims with empirical evidence. Consider now the
proposition ‘The lemon is yellow’. I have inferred this proposition
from having observed the referenced lemon to be yellow. I have shown
that it is not self-evident that the yellowness is a quality which in real-
ity belongs to the lemon itself. If this is the case I am making a false
judgement and my claim is epistemically unjustified. The same prob-
lem affects any factual proposition. Thus, unless we are justified in
believing that our observations of things are evidential, as opposed to
delusive, the factual inferences that we make about things are wholly
unjustified. If the yellowness is a mere “interpretation” or if the process
of interpretation cannot be distinguished from the process of physical
stimulation, then it does not follow that the lemon is yellow. However,
if the yellowness of the lemon is a sense datum, then it does follow that
the lemon itself is yellow.

In the following section I will discuss the nature of perception. In
the concluding section of the chapter I will review a particular problem
related to the doctrine of sense data, and return to the question of
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whether or not sense data exist.
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4.2 The contingencies of perception

To what extent do we need to suspend our judgement with regard to
the objects of perception? Are there such things as sense data — facts
that are given in perception without the involvement of inference? The
purpose of this chapter is to discuss these questions in relation to some
perceptual phenomena.

4.2.1 Theory-laden observation

It is a fact that people sometimes perceive of things differently, but
why is it so? A popular theory is that when people observe things their
observations are to various degrees influenced by their own theories
about the world, so that the theories determine what they observe when
they observe something. In this way, people with different theories
about the world may sometimes make different observations when they
are presented with the same “undefined something”. Consider this
ambiguous figure of a duck and a rabbit.

Figure 1: Duck-rabbit

Some people perceive of the figure as something but not anything in
particular; what they see is something which is not a member of any
particular kind or class of objects. Some people observe a duck, some
observe a rabbit, and some observe both (albeit not at the same time).
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It is also possible, of course, that the imaginative person observes an-
other kind of object than the rabbit or the duck.

In order for someone to perceive of something as of a particular kind,
that person must have knowledge about the particular kind of thing that
is being perceived. In the case of the above figure, a person must have at
least some knowledge about rabbits in order to perceive of the figure as
a rabbit. More specifically that person must be acquainted with, or be
in possession of, the concept ‘rabbit’. Being in possession of a concept,
K, which denotes a kind of object means that the individual, at the very
least, can say of something, x, that it belongs toK. Being able to identify
a member of a class implies that one knows the particular commonality
amongst the members of that class which defines the class.

4.2.2 Theory neutral observation

The case can be made that at least some observations are theory neut-
ral. This is the Necker-figure or the Necker cube.

Figure 2: Necker cube

When being exposed to the Necker cube one immediately perceives
of a significantly structured whole; a body in depth. After looking at
the cube for an extended period of time the perspective of the figure
changes and another cube, or another perspective of the cube, appears.
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Just as the previous figure the Necker cube is ambiguous in at least two
ways.

Looking at the duck-rabbit figure again, we note that the shape of
the Duck-rabbit figure remains constant regardless of whether we per-
ceive of the rabbit or the duck. So it cannot be the case that we distin-
guish between the two animals based on the shape of the figure alone.
Instead, we infer the rabbit and the duck based on the theoretical know-
ledge that we have about ducks and rabbits.

We are just as good off at this point, I believe, to extend our talk
of representations of rabbits and ducks to talk of real rabbits and ducks.
When someone observes something that is actually a real duck, does
that person have to infer that the thing is a duck as is the case with the
above duck figure, or is this a fact knowable just by observing the shape
of the thing? The shape of a duck, in contrast to for example a circle or a
square, can be any of an indefinite number of shapes, depending on the
proximity between the duck and the observer as well as the actual shape
of the duck. It seems therefore that the person cannot exclude, on the
basis of the shape alone, the possibility that the thing or figure that is
being observed only looks like a duck from that person’s perspective and
that the duck is in fact a fake. Hence, it seems that a person must infer
of things like ducks that they are really ducks. The conclusion is that
whatever it is that ducks or representations of ducks have in common
that define them it cannot be only that they are of a particular shape.

What about the Necker-figure — do we infer the two cubes or per-
spectives based on what we know about cubes? What kind of know-
ledge could tell us that the figure is in particular a cube or two cubes?
The only thing that cubes have in common that define them is their
particular shape. Hence, the two cubes that we observe in the Necker-
figure are already given by the shape of the figure itself and no inference
is needed to establish what kind of thing the Necker-figure is. This
might lead us to think that cubes are “theory neutral” objects. How-
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ever, the fact that one may have a lot of theoretical knowledge about
cubes and other geometrical figures, such as that cubes can be con-
veniently stacked to create towers or that circles are good for drawing
a snowman, tells us that the concepts ‘cube’ and ‘circle’ are not theory
neutral. The point that I have made is that the observation that some-
thing is a cube seems to be theory neutral as opposed to theory-laden.
The claim is, in effect, that the commonality that define the class or
kind called ‘cube’ — the commonality whereby particular cubes are
identified — is theory neutral. There is no need to have any knowledge
of cubes or to “apply the concept of a cube” in order to make sense of
the Necker-figure as a cube, in the way that it is, for instance, necessary
to be in possession of and to apply the concept ’duck’ to make sense of
the Duck-rabbit figure as a duck.

In conclusion, the fact that what is perceived is a cube need not to
be inferred from the observation of it. Instead, this fact is “given” or
self-evident; the cube is a sense datum. We cannot, by mistake, judge
something to be a cube when it is not, because if something looks like a
cube then it is a cube. This conclusion, of course, is contingent upon
whether or not ‘cube’ can be justifiably defined as “whatever looks like
a cube”. The same contingency applies to the more general question
of whether or not shapes are sense data; a question I will return to in
the closing section of the chapter.

4.2.3 Non-perceptual observation in science

The theory-ladenness of observation is potentially worrisome from the
point of view of science. Scientists sometimes observe things that con-
tradict their theories. In the light of such contradictory evidence sci-
entists are generally inclined to discard a theory because it proves the
theory false. The worry is that if it is indeterminate to which extent
observations in scientific contexts are influenced by the theoretical pre-
dispositions of the observer, then no theory can be safely discarded on
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basis of any observation. If science is not able to determine to what
extent its theory is underdetermined by the influence of theory laden
observation, then we are not justified in believing that science does
what it is supposed to do, namely to specify the true nature of things.

It is however not clear to what extent scientific observations are
theory-laden. The case can be made that there are scientific obser-
vations that do not rely on perceptual processes at all. Consider as an
example themid nineteenth century scientist HermannHelmholtz who
wanted to estimate the speed at which excitatory nerve impulses travel
through a motor nerve. Helmholtz attached an electrode onto one end
of a nerve fibre and ran current through it. At the other end of the
nerve fibre was a muscle which signalled the arrival of the impulse by
its consequent contraction. The impulse was transferred through the
nerve fibre at a such high speeds that Helmholtz was unable to perceive
of the time difference in-between its departure and arrival. In fact, the
impulse travelled at a speed beyond that which the human perceptual
system is capable of registering. At this point Helmholtz rearranged
things so that the current could deflect a galvanometer needle. Given
that the magnitude of the galvanometer was accurate and proportional
to the duration of current, Helmholtz could use the deflection to es-
timate the duration (which was not a visible object).

The point of this story is that some scientists are prepared to say
of things that register on their experimental equipment that they are
observed phenomena although the scientists themselves do not perceive
of them directly by means of the senses. If they are justified in claim-
ing that insensible things can be observed in this “indirect” manner,
then Helmholtz’ example, and other similar cases, lends reason to be-
lieve that empirical evidence can be theory neutral. I will not discuss
this claim any further. However, I wish to propose, in passing, that its
validity is contingent upon whether or not the notion of “indirect obser-
vation” can be given a definition which is not dependent on “normal”
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observation. If such a definition is put forth, then the general definition
of ‘empirical evidence’, as objects of sensory perception, should be ex-
panded so as to include this form of observation as a type of empirical
evidence.

4.3 Sellars’ critique of the doctrine of sense data

The doctrine of sense data is the idea that some cognitive states, that
are in direct contact with reality, serve as a foundation from which all
other knowledge is inferred. Being aware of a sense datum is known as
“sensing” the sense datum. When someone senses a particular sense
datum, d, one is in a position to know that d. If, for example, the round,
yellow lemon I have before me is stipulated to be a sense datum, then
I am immediately in a position to know (without the possibility being
fallible) that the object I have before me is a round and yellow lemon.

In his 1956 paper Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, Wilfrid Sel-
lars discusses how it is possible for something which is perceived to be
independent of the conceptual processes which result in perception.
Sellars reasons that if the cognitive state which one is in when sensing
sense data consists in awareness of something which is propositional in
form (that is if this awareness includes some property being ascribed
to something, such as in the case with the roundness of the lemon),
then this awareness will require the application of concepts. To be
aware that a sense datum is round I must first be in possession of the
concept of roundness. To be aware that a sense datum is a rabbit I
must first have the concept ‘rabbit’. However, sense data are defined
as being “given” independently of concept application. If sense data are
independent of concept application, then sense data cannot be propos-
itional in form. If sense data are not propositional, then they must be
non-propositional. Since inference is a relation between items that are
propositional in form, no proposition can be inferred from sense data.
A non-propositional cognitive state, Sellars maintain, cannot support
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a proposition.
The conclusion of Sellars analysis of the doctrine of sense data is that

the concept of sense datum is incoherent and therefore lacks a rational
basis. Judging something to be true can be thought of as correctly
classifying something by applying the right concept to it. When I judge
that an object is yellow I classify the impression I have of the objects as
“a yellow object” by applying the concept ‘yellow’ to it. Since sensing
does not involve concept application, the object of sensation cannot be
subjected to judgement; the sensing of sense data cannot yield true or
false propositions.

5 Conclusion

I will begin the concluding chapter of this essay by summarising the
main line of reasoning in a brief statement of the conclusions reached.
In the following section I analyse my findings and suggest that the epi-
stemological enterprise is in a state of cognitive dissonance. In the last
section I discuss the possibility for epistemology to relieve itself from
this state.

5.1 Summary

In the introductory chapter I presented the questions ‘What is justific-
atory evidence?’ and ‘How is it established whether or not a particular
account suffices as justificatory?’. I explained the relevance of these
questions to our understanding of knowledge in the context of ordin-
ary discourse. I suggested that, in this context, epistemic justification
can be characterised as provisional, interchangeable and incommen-
surate. After this, I ventured to examine philosophy’s answer to these
questions starting with Plato.

I argued that the introduction of Plato’s psychological doctrine of
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knowledge unlocked a new type of philosophical inquiry motivated by
the possibility of discovering “foundations” of knowledge through in-
vestigating the nature of mind. I continued to argue that the idea of
a foundation of knowledge is tantamount to the idea of universal epi-
stemic justification, and that the discovery of a foundational theory of
knowledge amounts to the discovery of a theory of universal epistemic
justification.

The quest for universal epistemic justification, I maintain, has been
at the heart of epistemology ever since it was launched in the antiquity.
After I concluded, in the second chapter of the essay, that Plato was
unable to prove the psychological doctrine of knowledge to be true,
I turned towards theories of epistemic justification proposed by sub-
sequent epistemologists with the purpose to investigate their rational
basis. I showed that deductive arguments are logically valid but that
the conclusion of deductive inferences only can be epistemically vindic-
ated given that it is rationally justified to believe in conclusions reached
through inductive reasoning. Upon calling the validity of inductive in-
ference into question I concluded that inductive reasoning lack rational
justification. I found this conclusion to be an inevitable consequence of
the problem of induction. I subsequently turned my attention towards
investigating the possibility of a non-inferential basis for epistemic jus-
tification.

I reasoned that the legitimacy of inductive inference is dependent on
the contingencies of perception, which lead me to examine notion of
empirical evidence and the question of how we know when our obser-
vations of the world are accurate. I argued that the possibility of an em-
piricist theory of justification is dependent upon the doctrine of sense
data, the central claim of which is that some facts are non-inferentially
“given” or self-evident in perception. Consequently, I investigated the
legitimacy of this doctrine. The critique raised by Sellars against the
idea of sense data lead me to the conclusion that the postulate of sense
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data is rationally unjustified.

5.2 Cognitive dissonance

The doctrine of sense data is crucially important to all varieties of em-
piricism: representational, idealist or phenomenalist. Amongst the
famous British empiricists, John Locke was the only one not to give
up the doctrine of sense data. He believed that sense data are real
and that it is legitimate to infer the existence of things on the basis of
such data. Berkeley and Hume, which were his successors, both turned
against Locke on this point, arguing that there is no rational justific-
ation for such inferences. For this reason, Berkeley and Hume were
lead to repudiate the existence of the external world.

Berkeley concluded that all that exist are internal worlds of indi-
vidual minds. For reasons previously accounted for, this is a position
that is difficult to make sense of. In virtue of what are disembodied
mind-worlds perceived of as structured and composite of things? Fa-
cing this problem Berkeley sought refugee in a rationally ungrounded
belief in the existence of an omnipotent God with the power of bringing
about structure to the mind-worlds of people.

Hume remained for the most part true to his sceptical conclusions.
This granted him a prominent position in the Hall of Fame of philo-
sophy. Bertrand Russell sums up Hume’s own thoughts about the con-
sequences of his philosophy:

There is no reason for studying philosophy, so Hume main-
tains, except that to certain temperaments this is an agreeable
way of passing the time. In all incidents of life, we ought still
to preserve our skepticism. If we believe that fire warms or
water refreshes it is only because it costs us to much pain
to believe otherwise. Nay, if we are philosophers, it ought
only to be upon skeptical principles, and from an inclination
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which we feel to be employing ourselves after that manner.
(Russell, 1945, p. 672)

To suspend one’s judgement is in some cases an honest and sound
epistemic attitude, but it should be admitted that there are always a
reason why someone resorts to skepticism. It is because I know that
objects which look like extraterrestrials or ghosts, probably are not the
objects that they appear to be, that I resort to suspendingmy judgement
with regard to their existence. It is dishonest and untenable to resort to
skepticism with the pretense of not knowing anything. Socrates is said
to have made the statement: ‘I am the wisest man that exists because
I know that I know nothing’. Given that we admit that Socrates was
an extraordinarily enlightened man who did not hesitate to persuade
others to buy in on his opinions, it is only fair to ask whose claim is
the most honest: the person who persuades others and claims to have
knowledge or the person who persuades others and claims to have no
knowledge, like Socrates? The reason why it is an untenable move to
resort to skepticism with the pretense of not knowing anything is that
claiming to know nothing never can be rationally justified. The asser-
tion that ‘I know nothing’ is a contradiction in itself, since it implies
knowing and at the same time not knowing.

Socrates self-proclaimed ignorance did not stop him from reasoning
and pointing out why particular claims to knowledge are unjustified.
Neither did the sceptical conclusions of The Treatise stop David Hume
from producing books of polemical nature. Similarly, contemporary
philosophers do not commonly resign from their jobs because of their
assent to Hume’s assertions about the lacking basis of induction. The
job of the philosopher is to show what is true by means of producing ar-
guments to the effect that her peers (and herself) are justified in believ-
ing in her assertions. How do these philosophers justify philosophising
given that they consider themselves as having no rational basis for their
arguments? I believe that they often respond to their own skeptical self-
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awareness in a similar sprit to that of David Hume who resorted to the
common-sensical notion of proportional justification which is expressed
in the following quote:

A wise man proportions his belief to the evidence. (Hume,
1748, sect. x.1)

In relation to the idea of proportional justification three questions
arise: In what sense are justified, true beliefs “proportionally” justified?
Does the notion of proportional justification hold up in a theory of epi-
stemic justification? Where does this leave us with respect to justifying
doing epistemology?

Every proposition is true or false. For reasons previously accounted
for (see pages 1–2) one is justified in believing that p if, and only if, p
is true. The common view of epistemic justification is that of certain
justification: one is justified in believing that p only if p is entailed by
evidence. Proportional justification, in contrast, is the idea that one is
proportionally justified in believing that p to the extent that evidence
makes p credible. These two different ideas or theses of epistemic jus-
tification comprise different views on what evidence is.

The thesis of certain justification implies a definition of evidence as
something from which the truth of a proposition follows or is logic-
ally entailed. With this definition of evidence as a base it is possible to
determine apriori whether or not a particular account constitutes evid-
ence for some given proposition. Per this definition, we know apri-
ori that the truth of ‘Jupiter is alive’ constitutes evidence that ‘extra-
terrestrial beings exist’ because the latter proposition follows from the
other.

It is unclear, however, what to make of the notion of evidence as
construed by the thesis of proportional justification. More precisely,
what is unclear is how to make sense of evidence as something which is
strong enough to constitute evidence but which at the same time does
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not warrant certain belief. Consider a scenario in which a number of re-
searchers advocate three different and conflicting theories about some
phenomenon. We know that at best only one of the theories can be
true since they are presumed to be mutually exclusive. The research-
ers refer to their respective bodies of evidence to vindicate their the-
ories. According to the thesis of proportional justification none of the
three bodies of evidence are conclusive, but at the same time they are
disproportional to each other with respect to the extent to which they
warrant belief in the theories that they support (again, only one theory
can be true at best). The researchers now turn to their scientific com-
munity and all of their peers with the task to determine which theory
is true. Who gets the interpretative prerogative? We know from history
that the opinion held by the winning majority of a voting is not a reli-
able indicator of what is true. Should the prerogative be given to the
most experienced researcher in the field? If so, evidence is needed to
determine who is most experienced, and in determining this we are
faced with the same problem of interpretative prerogative. It is clear
that unless it is possible to determine which evidence is the strongest,
judgement about which theory is true will have to be suspended. Thus,
epistemology collapses into scepticism.

The thesis of certain justification avoids the problem of having to
deal with prerogative. Since evidence is understood not in proportion
to other bodies of evidence, as stronger or weaker, but as definitive and
conclusive, the need for interpretation is taken out of the picture. In-
stead, the evidential relation between two propositions is determined
in reference to the laws of logic. The thesis of certain justification is
coherent: it is logical and consistent. The thesis of proportional justi-
fication, as it stands, is incoherent. While certainty in certain justifica-
tion is cashed out in terms of necessitating laws of logic, proportional in
proportional justification lacks a rational basis.

Hume’s skeptical position is one of cognitive dissonance. On one
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hand there is the inability to explain anything about the external world
or why it appears to exist, while one the other hand there is the sub-
jection to extremely violent intuitions which continue to persuade us
to think not only that the word is, but also that it is in such-and-such a
way. Again, on one hand there is the philosophically coherent belief
that beliefs must be indubitable if they are true, and so justificatory
evidence must be conclusive and certain. On the other hand, there
is the common-sensical albeit logically inconsistent belief that beliefs
ought to stand in proportion to justificatory evidence. I suggest that
the tension between these two theses is widespread within contempor-
ary epistemology; the cognitive dissonance is a symptomatic state of
the epistemological enterprise as a whole.

5.3 Resolving the tension

With respect to the future of epistemology, going forward can only
mean going forward with a theory of epistemic justification. What is
a theory of knowledge without a theory of epistemic justification? It is
a theory of knowledge without a conclusive answer to the question of
why some claims to knowledge are justified while others are not. When
Barney and Blarney are asked why they are justified in claiming that it is
Wednesday, they answer ‘dad said so’. This answer is inconclusive be-
cause it leads to a potentially endless regress of consecutive questions,
starting with ‘how do we know that what dad said is true?’.

While Barney and Blarney can overcome the eventuality of being
mistaken about their beliefs, the epistemologist cannot. Why? Because
the epistemologist is a theorist who formulates definite criteria for jus-
tification. Just as any theory is invalidated by contradicting evidence,
the epistemologist’s theory is invalidated by mistaken beliefs. Consider
a theory of epistemic justification which states that one is justified in
believing that p only if Plato says that p. If it turns out that at one isol-
ated instance, on Friday the forth of November in 357 BC say, Plato
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said something which turned out to be false, then this single contra-
dictory instance would invalidate the theory, meaning that the theory
is falsified. The only way the theory could be “saved” is through the
amendment of an ad hoc clause, such as ‘one is justified in believing
that p if Plato says so, with the exception of statements uttered on the
forth of November in 357 BC’. This does not cut it for the epistemo-
logist because it undermines her credibility as an epistemologist who is
supposed to formulate definite criteria of justification. At the very least
she wants her theory of epistemic justification to be better than Barney
or Blarney’s; what point is there otherwise for Barney and Blarney to
finance her research by paying taxes when they grow up?

There can be no satisfactory theory of knowledge without an an-
swer to the fundamental question of how claims to knowledge are jus-
tified, if we by “satisfactory” mean a philosophically interesting theory
which extends beyond the common sense understanding of knowledge.
Thus, if both theses of epistemic justification (certainty and propor-
tionality) are given up, then the epistemological enterprise is more or
less pointless. I have argued that the thesis of proportional justification
is incoherent. Therefore, the hitherto unsuccessful quest for universal
epistemic justification must continue.
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