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O riginai sc ien tific  p a p er

INTERNALISM as a  theory of justified belief canno t solve the p ro - 
blem s of epistem ological reg ress and  scepticism . The priv ileged status 
stra tegy  leads us e ith er to ex ternal ism  o r to the  position  accord ing  to 
w hich all o f  o u r  beliefs a re  equa lly  justified  o r  unjustified.

If all of o u r beliefs a re  equally  un justified  we a re  back  to scepticism , 
a n d  if a ll of them  are  equally  justified then  the priv ileged  sta tu s  strategy  is 
ten ab le  no m ore. The only p lausib le  solu tion  seem s to  be the ex ternalist In- 
te rp re ta tio n  of justification acco rd ing  to which justification is a  m a tte r of 
ex tern a l fac to rs  not necessarilly  accessib le to the believer. Among ex tern a- 
list theories o f justification congnitive process reliab ilism  seem s to be the 
m ost prom ising.

W hatt is m issing for a  true  belief to count as knowledge? 
This is the question w here in ternalism  an d  w externalism  differ 
an d  fall into two parties. Both of them  agree th a t w hat is m issing 
is the justification of our beliefs, but it is by no m eans clear what 
justification is. Is it som ething which can be determ ined on the 
ground of in n er factors alonejfactors which are  inner to the beli­
ever), o r is it som ething which calls fo r help to some factors ex­
te rna l to the believer, factors which a re  objective and  need not 
be accessible to the believer?

To solve this problem  it seems tha t the following question 
has to be asked: W hich of the two in terpreta tions solves the p ro ­
blem s of epistem ological regress and  scepticism  and then  accep­
ts the one which does, because these a re  problem s which any 
successful epistem ological theory is able to solve. As for in te rna­
list in terp re ta tion  the definition of justified belief can be fo rm u­
lated in the following way:

Sš belief that, p is justified  if S justifiab ly  believes th a t the g round  of his be­
lief th a t p is correct.

Let us call this justified belief about the ground of the first 
belief belief q. Now, it is obvious tha t we have to ask  w hether the 
g round  of q is correct or not. This m eans that:
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Sš belief th a t q is justified if S justifiably believes th a t the g round  of his b e ­
lief th a t q is correct.

And this will never stop. For the above definition of justified 
belief to be fulfilled we should have an  infinite h ierarchy of jus­
tified beliefs which is obviously not the case. This should suffice 
to m ake us see that under these conditions justified belief is not 
possible, because if there is not any possib ility  to stop the episte­
mological regress we can not claim that we have any justified be­
liefs a t all.

Traditional answers to the problem  o f  regress

Traditional epistemology tried to find a  solution to this p ro­
blem  in two ways and so there are  two traditional epistem ologi­
es: foundationalism  and coherentism . In o rder to stop the reg­
ress in  the process of justification foundationalism  introduces 
two kinds of justified beliefs: basic beliefs which need no justifi­
cation and nonbasic beliefs which are  justified on the basis of 
the first ones.

These basic beliefs are self-justified and  we m ust see what 
they are  according to foundationalism , Foundationalists think 
that basic beliefs are those about our present sensory states. 
These beliefs are in fact infallible and, therefore, need no justifi­
cation. We can not be wrong about the way things look to us. We 
Can be wrong only about the way we describe our sensory states. 
If som ething looks pink to me then I can make a  mistake only in 
the description of this sensory state if I say, for example, that, it is 
orange. This is not a  substantial but only a  verbal error, accor­
ding to foundationalists.

But, what is here infallible? It seems tha t infallibility consis­
ts only in the fact that I cannot be wrong about the ways things 
look or appear to me now, but this is not to say that I cannot be 
wrong about the ways things really are, tha t is, really look. So, 
the content of these infallible beliefs consists only in my being 
infallible about the ways things look to me now, and not in my 
being infallible about the ways things really look. But, this can­
not be enough if we want to find the basis of knowledge of the 
world. Infallibility occurs only at the cost of content, and it se­
ems that a  belief can only be infallible if it has no content a t all. 
But, then it seems unlikely that we can justify ail o ther beliefs by 
appeal to the basic contentless beliefs.

But, foundationalism  can do without this de facto  infallibili­
ty if we say tha t we justifiably believe som ething (a certain  p ro­
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position) if it is indubitable for us. That is, if we cannot doubt 
som ething then  we believe justifiably. But, w hat is m eant by in- 
dubitability? If it m eans tha t we have no ground  fo r doubting 
this will not help, because we do not know w hat it m eans to have 
or not to have a  ground  for doubting. The very problem  is to de­
term ine the ground  fo r doubt and  the ground fo r belief.

The o ther possibility is to in terpret indubitability in the sen­
se of the psychological impossibility to doubt. But, neither this 
will do, because it is not clear why we should say tha t a  religious 
fanatic  who is incapable of doubting his religious doctrine belie­
ves justifiably. It seems, therefore, tha t foundationalism  cannot 
give a  satisfactory account of justified belief.

Coherentism  rejects the thesis of two kinds of justification, 
claim ing th a t there  are  no beliefs without the possibility of error. 
It identifies justification with coherence, and  claims tha t our be­
liefs a re  justified if they are  m em bers of a  coherent qlass of beli­
efs. Coherence is understood as logical consistency and  logical 
support am ong the beliefs of a  certain  class. But, coherence the­
ory has some difficlties which show th a t our beliefs, though co­
herent, are  not justified, and  this shows th a t coherence is not 
a  sufficient condition of justifiedness (and, maybe, not even ne­
cessary).

The first problem  is the problem  of plurality  of coherent 
classes which has its m ost dram atic form  in the case when we 
have two coherent bu t logically incom patible classes of beliefs. 
As they are  both coherent the consisting beliefs should be justifi­
ed in both of them , but it seems impossible to believe justifiably 
those beliefs which a re  incompatible. This problem  is not only 
a  principle possibility because we can find exam ples in science 
as in the case of Eucledian and  non Eucledian geometries. All of 
the th ree  geom etries a re  coherent but logically incom patible 
an d  it seems im possible to believe justifiably in all of them, and 
this m eans th a t coherence is not a  sufficient condition of justifi­
cation. We find the sam e kind of problem  in the case w here so­
m ebody has a  coherent class of beliefs which are  the result of 
pure fantasy. Can we consider coherent fan tasy  as a  justified 
class of beliefs? Intuitively not.

We feel the need to find some basis of justification fo r the 
whole classes of beliefs but then  1) the regress goes on, and  2) we 
a re  out of coherentism . To stop the fan tasy  case some theorists 
think tha t all coherent classes of beliefs m ust be justified on the 
basis of an  em pirically grounded coherent class of beliefs, but 
this is the sam e criterion we find in fundationalism . Thus, cohe­
rence theory e ither cannot stop the regress or it abandons its 
own criterion.
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Let us see if the above m entioned theories have som ething 
in common and couldnt we, maybe, in  their com m on starting  po­
sition find the reasons of their failure. It seems tha t there  is such 
a  starting point which is responsible fo r all of the m entioned dif­
ficulties in the explanation of justified belief. Namely, both  foun- 
dationalism  and  coherentism  hold tha t the question of justifica­
tion can be solved on the level of the subject alone. The Episte- 
mologist must, inside himself, using his cognitive capacities, do 
his best, and this will suffice fo r us to say tha t we believe justifi­
ably. As the candidates for this epistemological role th ree  a re  
most often mentioned: infallibility, indubitability and  coherence. 
The starting supposition is tha t justifiedness can be determ ined 
by m eans of in ternal factors alone, inside the subject a t the m o­
m ent he believes. If a  subject can give good evidence fo r his beli­
efs (either of im m ediate experience or logic) at the m om ent of 
believing then these beliefs are  justified. So, the epistem ological 
regress cannot be stopped on in ternalist grounds, an d  let us see 
w hether scepticism is an  easier task.

Can internalism  answ er the sceptical challenge?

We know that there is a  sceptical possibility tha t our beliefs 
about external objects have nothing to do with the objects them ­
selves and  we have to ask  what m akes us sure tha t our beliefs 
about our beliefs (meta-beliefs) have m uch to do with the beliefs 
themselves. Why should we be m ore confident in ou r second o r­
der beliefs than  in our first o rder ones (about the external w or­
ld)?

If we take a  look at the aform entioned definition of justified 
belief we shall see that if we justifiably believe tha t the ground 
of my belief is correct this does not guaran tee  tha t this ground  is 
de facto correct. This is so just because internalism  holds justific- 
tion to be quite independent o f  the truth  of beliefs. It m ay h ap ­
pen tha t the ground of my belief is not correct although I justifi­
ably believe that it is. At this stage we can say that this definition 
gives us a  necessary but not a  sufficient condition of justified be­
lief, but la ter we shall try to show that this definition provides 
neither condition.

The strategy which is ra th e r com m on in in ternalism  in o rder 
to m eet this difficulty is tha t our beliefs about our beliefs have 
some special, privileged epistemological status in the sense tha t 
they are  approxim ately correct. This m eans tha t m eta-beliefs do 
not, generally speaking, lead us to error. This privileged status 
of meta-beliefs has two com ponents: 1) infallibility, and  2) incor­
rigibility.
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Infallibility requires th a t w henever we have a  given m ental 
property we know th a t we do so. Incorrigibility is the doctrine 
tha t beliefs about our own m ental states cannot fail to be true. 
Besides m any psychological objections which show th a t this po­
sition is untenable let us see w hat we can say about the justifica- 
tional status of these beliefs themselves.

1) They could be justified on the basis of o ther beliefs but 
this would lead to infinite regress for reasons already  m en­
tioned,

2) They could be justified by them selves (self-justified), but 
then  it is not c lear which property  gives them  this status. Nam e­
ly, we have already  rejected infallibility and  indubitability.

3) If they are  justified because they a re  approxim ately (or 
even incorrigibly) correct or true  about our first-order beliefs 
then  we are  out of internalism . Namely, tha t is just w hat the ex­
ternalist in terpre ta tion  of justification says: a  belief is justified if 
its being justified is closely connected with its being true. O ur 
m etabeliefs would be externalistically justified and  this is some­
thing in ternalism  cannot allow. The privileged status e ither does 
not exist or leads us to externalism .

We are  now in the following situation: there  is no epistem o­
logical difference betw een our beliefs about external things and  
our beliefs about ou r beliefs. The situation is externalist on both 
levels, because our beliefs are  epistem ologically external to us 
as well as external th ings are. There are  two possibilities open 
here: either we do not have cognitive access to anything or we 
have some cognitive access to everything (external world and  be­
liefs). If the fo rm er situation occures then  epistem ology is no 
m ore possible, but this is a  highly unprobable possibility. If the 
la tte r occures then  ou r beliefs m ust be evaluated on the basis of 
their conduciveness to truth, and  thus we find ourselves in the 
position of reliabilism.

Namely, according to reliabilism , our beliefs are  justified if 
they reliably lead us to truth. This supposition is som ething we 
have to start with if we wish to start our investigations. But, the 
final answ er to the question of justification can be given only in 
the course of scientific investigation. W hether we have a  reliable 
belief u nder way or not is a  completely em pirical question which 
can be answ ered only by em pirical science.

Reliabilism

Thus, we find ourselves on the Q uinean position tha t the 
question of justification can be answ ered only from  within
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science. Because, if we require tha t justification be closely (logi­
cally) connected to tru th  then  em pirical science becom es highly 
relevant, for it is the best m eans of discovering truth. If we take 
G oldm an’s epistemology as an  example, our beliefs a re  justified, 
to put it simply, if they are  produced or form ed by reliable cogni­
tive processes. Knowing tha t reliable processes are  those which 
generally produce true  beliefs we can rightly say tha t reliabilism  
is a  good externalist theory of justification. Namely, externalism  
is a  theory which says tha t justifiedness of beliefs can be deter­
m ined only by m eans of external factors, factors which say how 
true our beliefs are, and  not how true they seem  to be. In the 
case of Goldm an’s epistemology it is obvious tha t the role of 
cognitive psychology becomes fundam ental, because only by 
m eans of it can we discover which cognitive processes are  reli­
able and  which are  not. This is not to say tha t only scientific be­
liefs are  justified. It is quite possible that m any of our common- 
sense beliefs are justified as well, but it is also possible tha t 
m any of them  are  not. How things really are  cannot be decided 
on pure  internalist grounds.

Therefore, in ternalism  does not solve the problem s of epis­
temological regress and  scepticism. As for scepticism, it is quite 
possible that we justifiably believe tha t our beliefs a re  justified, 
but this does not entail that our beliefs really (de facto) are  justi­
fied. There is nothing to stop this possibility on in ternalist 
grounds. Namely, if justification is not logically connected with 
the tru th  of our meta-beliefs they m ay be justified without telling 
the tru th  about our first-order beliefs, that is, without being cor­
rect about their justificational status. This is the situation w here 
we, as believers, are justified, but our first-order beliefs are  not 
justified.

And this is precisely the point which is alm ost common 
am ong externalists. It is necessary to m ake the difference be­
tween justified believer and  justified belief, w here in ternalism  
would be a theory of justified believer and  externalism  would be 
a  theory of justified belief. Internalism  stresses the point of the 
rational and responsible believer and  concludes that believing 
responsibly guarantees that the belief in question is justified. 
This am ounts to the following: if I do my best about my beliefs 
I cannot but believe and this confers justification on my beliefs. 
But, why should the impossibility of refra in ing  from  believing 
confer justification? This is by no m eans obvious. There is an  a n ­
alogy in m oral contexts. If I cannot but do som ething (I am hyp­
notized) this fact surely sets me free from  responsibility, but it 
does not follow that my acts under hypnosis are  justified.
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This is to conclude tha t the factors which confer justification 
to our beliefs are  external to us in the epistem ological sense of 
the word, because we do not have a  direct and  incorrigible 
access to our beliefs in the sam e way we do not have this kind of 
access to the external things. We may be justified in believing an 
unjustified belief and we may be unjustified in believing a  justifi­
ed belief. Being internally justified is neither a  necessary nor 
sufficient condition of justified belief.

That is, in ternalism  does not ask  the question w hether a  be­
lief itself is justified or not, but rather, w hether a  person has 
good reasons fo r holding a  certain  belief. On the other hand  ex- 
ternalism  is concerned with the properties which m ake our be­
liefs justified regard less how we come to believe them. We have 
to keep ap art these two aspects: the objective and  the subjective 
one. The objective aspect can be said to ask the following ques­
tion: W hat are  the objective processes which m ake a  certain  be­
lief justified? This is not to ask w hether we can have a  cognitive 
grasp  of them, because even if we cannot have this grasp the 
character of these processes would still be the same. The belief 
would be de facto  justified though I  would be ignorant o f  that. 
There is no proof tha t only those beliefs which appear to me (af­
te r my epistem ically responsible action) as justified a re  justified, 
and  there  is no proof th a t the beliefs which do not ap p ear to me 
as justified are  not justified.

The subjective aspect is concerned with the following ques­
tion: W hat has the subject to do in o rder to make his beliefs seem  
justified to him? According to this internalism  would be a  theory 
of the justified believer and only externalism  would be a  theory 
of justified belief. Reliabilism has been very often attacked from 
this subjective, C artesian point of view as a  theory which gives 
neither sufficient nor necessary conditions of justification. But, 
these attacks miss the point, because reliabilism  is an  externalist 
theory and  is not com m itted to fulfill the subjective requ ire­
ments.

There are  several counterexam ples to this theory which try 
to show that reliability is neither a  sufficient no r a  necessary 
condition of justified belief and  we will m ention only two of 
them. The first one comes from  Laurence BonJour and  goes like 
this: N orm an is an  absolutely reliable clairvoyant but he has no 
evidence or reasons of any kind fo r or against the general pos­
sibility of such a  cognitive power, or fo r or against the thesis that 
he possesses it. But, N orm an believes tha t the President is in 
New York City now. Is he epistem ically justified in  believing 
this? By hypothesis he has no reason  to believe tha t he is a  reli­
able clairvoyant and  if he does his belief is unjustified. If he does
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not have any belief about the reliability of his clairvoyance his 
belief about the President’s w hereabouts is again  unjustified for 
it is epistemically irrational and  irresponsible. But, we would say 
that Norm an’s belief is justified but he does not have good evi­
dence to accept it and  this m akes him an unjustified believer. It 
is useful to com pare N orm an’s situation with our everyday per­
ceptual beliefs. We are  not required to give any account or ex­
planation of our perceptual beliefs and still they are  generally 
justified and give us knowledge. Richard Foley would like to 
show that reliability is not a necessary condition of justifiedness 
and  presents the following situation: in the world in which we 
would be systematically deceived by a  deceitful god we would 
not be able to distinguish that situation from  the situation in this 
world, because epistemically these worlds would be the same. 
Now, if some of our beliefs in this world are  justified then  they 
are justified in the dem on world too, because we are  not in the 
position to distinguish them  epistemically. But, w hat if our world 
is the dem on world too?

We could not know that and  would consider m any of our be­
liefs justified though they would be false. Thus, it is possible tha t 
all beliefs we think justified are  in fact false, and this m eans tha t 
reliability is not a  necessary condition of justifiedness. In the de­
m on world all the cognitive processes would be unreliab le but 
our beliefs would still be ra tional and  justified. It seem s m ore 
reasonable to say that these beliefs a re  unjustified bu t th a t the 
victims of the demon are justified in holding them. The victims 
have no reason to doubl, their beliefs, but the beliefs them selves 
are not justified because of their thorough falsity. Otherwise we 
should allow the possibility that a  subject is rational although he 
believes all and only false propositions. But, what is rationality 
or what is intelectual virtue if it is not believing true and  avoid­
ing false propositions.

Speaking in favour of reliabilism  we speak in favour of ex- 
ternalism  in general. Internalism , being unable to solve the 
problem s of regress and scepticism, should be rejected, and  
some form  of externalist theory should be developed if justified 
belief is to be shown possible.
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A rne M arkusović: NUŽNOST EKSTERNALISTIČKOG OPRAVDANJA 

S a ž e t a k

INTERNALIZAM kao teorija opravdanog  vjerovanja ne m ože riješiti p ro b - 
lem e epistem ološkog reg resa  i skepticizm a. S tra teg ija  priv ileg iranog  s ta tu sa  vodi 
nas ili u  ex ternalizam  ili na poziciju po kojoj su sva n aša  v jerovanja pod jednako  
op rav d an a  ili neopravdana.

Ako su sva naša  v jerovan |a  podjednako  neop ravdana v raćam o se skepticiz- 
mu. a  ako su sva podjednako o p rav d an a  o n d a  |e stra teg ija  p riv ileg iranog  s ta tu sa  
dalje neodrživa.

Čini se d a  je jedino vjerojatno rješenje u ex te rn a listićkoj in terpretaciji 
opravdanosti p rem a kojoj je opravdanost s tv a r Izvanjskih č in ilaca  koji vjerova- 
telju nisu nužno dostupni. Medu ex ternalistlèkim  teorijam a opravdanosti čini se 
d a  najviše obećanja p ruža  teorija pouzdanosti kognitivnih procesa.

50


