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Laurence BonJour – Coherentist or Foundationalist?


In 1985, Laurence BonJour published The Structure of Empirical Knowledge. It was a systematic investigation of perhaps the most central question in epistemology; what is the overall justificatory structure of empirical knowledge? If, as many philosophers of the time believed, and many still believe today, knowledge is a form of justified true belief, how are we to go about justifying our beliefs? If what justifies an empirical belief is some epistemically prior empirical belief which itself must be justified before it can serve as epistemic justification, and so on, then empirical knowledge is threatened with an infinite regress of justifying beliefs. How is it that justification can ever get started? We end up with the skeptical conclusion that there is no empirical knowledge! 

In Part I of SEK BonJour offers a “detailed analysis and critique of the main varieties of empirical foundationalism,” which intends to show conclusively “that no account of the supposed foundational beliefs is finally tenable, and thus that foundationalism, …is fundamentally a dead end.”
 In Part II, his intention is “to explore the main elements and basic shape of a coherentist position which purports to offer a nonskeptical account of empirical knowledge…”


In the Preface, BonJour writes that SEK was based on material that he published in 1976, 1978 and 1980, and that the book “has taken a long time to complete, and my thinking on the issues in question has occupied a substantially longer period still.”
 Almost from the moment of publication, and for at least the next four years, BonJour faced criticism and scathing comments in various philosophical journals. Philosophers of various stripes attacked differing aspects of his coherentism. He responded to all in defense of his theory. Then, in a book review of Susan Haack’s Evidence and Inquiry, published in 1997, BonJour clearly stated “that Haack’s critique of coherentism… has helped, … to finally convince me of what many have no doubt suspected from the beginning: that there is no way for a genuinely coherentist position, … to provide standards for empirical justification whose satisfaction really guarantees the input from the extra-conceptual world that seems so clearly to be necessary for genuinely empirical knowledge.”
 But wait, if foundationalism is “fundamentally a dead end,” what position is left to BonJour? We now have the answer in an essay published just this year in The Blackwell Guide to Epistemology entitled “The Dialectic of Foundationalism and Coherentism.” At the end of the essay, BonJour states that his conclusion is that coherentism is untenable, and that “a very traditional version of experiential foundationalism can be successfully defended…”
 How did BonJour arrive here? What about the twenty plus years he developed and defended coherentism? The aim of this paper is to first, explain coherentism as BonJour sketched it for us in SEK and later defended. Second, I will discuss the problems with coherentism that led to his ‘conversion.’ Third, I will very briefly explain foundationalism. Fourth, I will explain his current view of foundationalism as he reconsiders the arguments against it. And lastly, I will briefly discuss the problems still to be overcome with his version of foundationalism.


Coherentists claim that a body of propositions may be known without a foundation in certainty, but by their interlocking strength. There is no tiered structure. All empirical beliefs are inferred from each other. The central idea underlying coherentism is that the justification of a belief emerges from its coherence with other beliefs one holds. It differs from foundationalism in that there are no basic beliefs and thus no foundations for knowledge. The regress of justification does not go on forever but holistically circles back on itself. The coherentist must reject a linear conception of justification, which would lead to circularity. He must appeal to a holistic conception where “beliefs are justified by being inferentially related to other beliefs in the overall context of a coherent system.”
 This coherent system becomes the primary unit of epistemic justification.  

BonJour defends a robust view of knowledge based on Justified True Belief. By BonJour’s account a knower knows a proposition ‘p’ if and only if (i) he confidently believes that ‘p’, (ii) ‘p’ is true; corresponds to reality, and (iii) he is adequately justified in believing that ‘p’. The explicit justification (iii) of a particular belief is a four-step process for BonJour. First, belief ‘B’ must be inferable from the knowers belief set. Second, his belief set must cohere AND meet the observational requirement of allowing in new beliefs. Next, and most importantly, his belief set must be justified by a “metajustificatory argument.” If the first three conditions are met, then the knower is justified in his belief by virtue of its being in the belief set.


BonJour uses a metajustificatory argument to attempt to answer the skeptic “by arguing on some basis that such (skeptical) hypotheses are significantly less likely to be true, given the fact of a long-run coherent (and stable) system of beliefs, than is the correspondence hypothesis.”
 He uses various examples of simple and elaborated hypotheses, chance, demon and correspondence, to show that the a priori likelihood of the elaborated correspondence hypothesis is significantly more likely than any other.  Although all possible worlds (explanations for why my beliefs may cohere in the long run) begin with the same prior probability of being correct, the probability that you’d get coherent beliefs in the long-run while meeting the observational requirement given that the hypothesis is true is going to differ.  When you compute the probability of the truth of your hypothesis, given the evidence and background conditions, the elaborated correspondence hypothesis is most likely to be true. 

Let me explain what BonJour means by this. (The numbers are only a pedagogical tool. BonJour does not use any numbers, only phrases such as extremely likely, extremely unlikely, and a very significant edge.) If we assume that there are one hundred possible explanations for why my beliefs cohere in the long run, while meeting the observational requirement, then they all have a prior probability of 1 in 100 of being true. Let us consider a “chance” hypothesis for our first possibility. A “chance” hypothesis says that the coherence and stability of my system of beliefs is due purely to chance. This is extremely unlikely. Actually, it is extremely likely that observational beliefs produced purely by chance would eventually lead to incoherence in my belief set. Probability theory tells us that the relative probability of two hypotheses on the same evidence is a function of the probability of that evidence relative to each hypothesis, and the antecedent or prior probability of each hypothesis. Since it is extremely unlikely that a ‘chance’ hypothesis would allow our beliefs to cohere in the long run, say 1 in 1,000,000, the probability of its being true is 1 in 100 times 1 in 1,000,000, or 1 in 100,000,000. What if we were to elaborate our ‘chance’ hypothesis so that it says that “my cognitively spontaneous observational beliefs are produced purely by chance,” and that chance produces “only observational beliefs which will fit into my coherent system of beliefs and not disturb its stability?”
 Then it would be extremely likely to produce coherence since we stipulated that it would. There are two problems with this solution. First, since this version of an ‘elaborated chance’ hypothesis is only one of many possible, say 1 in 100,000, we still end up with a likelihood of 1 in 100,000 of its being true. Secondly, even if we were to be tempted to claim that due to our stipulation of coherence that we should increase the probability of it being true, we can not. The internal tension and incompatibility of the two claims that the beliefs are produced purely by chance, and that they continue to cohere in the long run leads to an unlikely extreme when combined into one hypothesis. We will run into the same problem with simple or elaborated ‘brains in a vat’ or ‘demon’ hypotheses. When we look at the ‘correspondence’ hypothesis, as BonJour calls it, we find something different. This hypothesis says that there are real mind independent physical objects which cause us to have spontaneous beliefs which cohere with and allow our belief set to remain stable in the long run. It also begins with a prior likelihood of 1 in 100 of being true. But considering that its probability of being true given the evidence is possibly as low as 1 in 3, we end up with the probability of its being true as 1 in 300. While this may not be extremely probable, it is much more likely than any of our other ninety-nine possible explanations. Thus, the correspondence hypothesis is (probably) true. But why does BonJour think that the probability of its being true given the evidence is significantly greater? This is because, unlike the simple demon hypothesis, it is not the case that the correspondence hypothesis makes all possible patterns of beliefs or belief causation equally likely. The physical object world does not produce facts neutrally. Since it has a definite and orderly character of its own, the world is expected a priori to cause beliefs which mirror that character in some way, not randomly. This pattern of causation, which the correspondence hypothesis has, makes it significantly more likely to be true. Secondly, and more importantly, BonJour says that “there is available a complicated albeit schematic account in terms of biological evolution and to some extent cultural and conceptual evolution which explains how cognitive beings whose spontaneous beliefs are connected with the world in the right way could come to exist.”
 This explanation arises intuitively from within the correspondence hypothesis, rather than being arbitrarily imposed from the outside. This “account – as a coherent conceptual possibility, not as an established empirical fact – reduces the internal tension between the elements”
 of the correspondence hypothesis. Hence, the probability of its being true given the evidence is possibly as low as 1 in 3, and thus, the correspondence hypothesis is (probably) true.


This is the version of coherentism that BonJour developed and defended for many years. Next, I would like to turn to his current criticisms of coherentism which led to his rejecting coherentism as “pretty obviously untenable, indeed hopeless.”
 But first, I would like to state the “three rather large assumptions”
 that he makes in the beginning of “The Dialectic of Foundationalism and Coherentism.”  These assumptions apply to both his criticisms of coherentism and to his rethinking of foundationalism. He first assumes a realist conception of truth as correspondence with the real world. Secondly, he assumes “that the subject of which foundationalism and coherentism are offering competing accounts is the fundamental structure of the epistemic justification of contingent or empirical beliefs.”
 This epistemic justification is what is supposed to give us a compelling reason for thinking that the belief in question is true. Third, he assumes an internalist conception of justification, which requires that the individual be aware of his reason for thinking that his belief is true.


BonJour addressed the three main historical objections to coherentism, at least on a prima facie level, as he developed and defended his coherentist view. 

The first is the “input problem,” which claims that an entirely coherentist account of justification will have the absurd consequence of possibly justifying contingent or empirical beliefs in the absence “any informational input from the extraconceptual world that they attempt to describe.”
 This led to the necessity for the observation requirement, which seems to at least prima facie meet the “input problem” objection.


Second, is the alternative coherence systems objection, which says that “even given a relatively demanding conception of coherence, there will still be indefinitely many possible systems of beliefs, each as internally coherent as the others.”
 According to a coherentist view, each of these systems will be equally justified. And this is an absurd result. But if the observation requirement is made a necessary condition for empirical justification, then alternative systems should not be freely invented. The point is that we have no reason to think that arbitrarily invented systems of belief will produce cognitively spontaneous beliefs that are judged as liable to be true and that will in fact cohere over time. Again, we have a prima facie response to this objection.


The third and most fundamental of the historical objections is: what grounds do we have for thinking that adopting beliefs on the basis of coherentist justification is likely to lead to believing the truth? One response would be to adopt of a coherence theory of truth, but he has explicitly rejected that in his assumptions. The other response is to attempt an a priori metajustificatory argument centering on the idea that, given satisfaction of the observation requirement, “only approximate truth could explain the fact of long-run coherence.”
  Although these are plausible responses to the historical objections, coherentism still emerges “as a shaky and problematic position at best, dialectically on the defensive from the beginning and afflicted with a multitude of problems and objections that can seemingly at best be only staved off, but rarely if ever decisively answered.”
 Next, BonJour gives three further objections to coherentism that he considers “pretty clearly fatal.”
 


The first and most serious objection involves the Doxastic Presumption. This move was made to give us access to our system of beliefs so that we may assess coherence in relation to the system. This, though, gets us a “very deep and troubling version of skepticism.”
 This skepticism arises because no one has any outright or unqualified justification for any empirical belief. At best they have justification for the conditional claim that if their metajustificatory belief is correct, which can not be justified, then their various empirical beliefs are liable to be true. BonJour finds it implausible to live with this form of skepticism.


The second equally serious problem has to do with the observational requirement. He has shown that this kind of input can be justified in a coherentist way, but “it is less clear that such an input can be effectively recognized or identified as such in an internalistically acceptable way.”
 This is because as long as we are specifying from within the system that the observation requirement is met and cognitively spontaneous beliefs occur the alternative coherent systems objection recurs. In SEK, BonJour attempted to meet this objection by stipulating that only if such a system was actually believed and applied would it be genuinely justified. He now sees that this “seems to succeed only because it tacitly appeals to a direct awareness of one’s own actual beliefs and their occurrence that is not legitimately available to a coherentist.”
 He can not appeal to it through the coherence of the system without begging the question.


He notes that it would be possible to avoid this objection by making the observation requirement an externalist requirement. But if externalism were available to him, (he assumes internalism) a foundationalist account would be easier to defend and more straightforward. 


The third objection has to do with how we get coherence over the long run. Thus, the issue arises as to how memory beliefs, which would give us access to the fact of continued coherence, are themselves to be justified. Coherence theories of the justification of memory beliefs have been proposed by many philosophers. But, this is viciously circular if our “only reason for thinking that coherentist justification is conductive to truth, and so that the memory beliefs in particular are true, relies on the existence of coherence over time and so on those very memory beliefs. The upshot is that there is no noncircular way for a coherentist to appeal to sustained or long-run coherence.”
 Based on the previous discussion, BonJour now feels that it is impossible to overcome the alternative coherent systems objection or even make a case for the link between coherence and truth. He feels that the untenability of the coherentist view is quite clear now.


Due to the fatal arguments outlined above, BonJour felt that he must reconsider the arguments against foundationalism. First, though, I would like to give a broad overview of foundationalism.


Foundationalism is the view that knowledge must be regarded as a structure raised on secure, certain foundations. This foundation is to be found in some combination of experience and reason, such as Descartes’ ‘clear and distinct’ ideas of reason. Foundationalism is a two-tiered structure consisting of basic beliefs, which are non-inferentially justified, and other beliefs, which are inferentially justified. This two-tiered structure is what all foundationalist theories have in common. What property or properties a belief must have to be a basic belief is the hallmark of different schools of foundationalism. Strong foundationalists contend that basic beliefs must be either incorrigible, infallible, or indubitable, although they disagree on which property is the correct one. Modest foundationalists contend that basic beliefs may be defeasible, that is further evidence may render a basic belief doubtful.


The foundationalist will attempt to answer the skeptic through direct or indirect realism. The direct or naïve realist deliberately removes the skeptical threat by claiming that we directly perceive mind-independent physical objects. Beliefs caused by these direct perceptions are immediately and non-inferentially justified. The indirect or causal realist claims that we have mediated or indirect access to mind-independent physical objects through sensory experience. Our beliefs caused by these sensory experiences are inferentially justified by other beliefs. Within the indirect realist camp are two views on how we justifiably infer our beliefs in mind-independent physical objects. The first is indirect representational realism and the second is indirect explanatory realism. The former says that our sensations accurately represent the intrinsic properties of mind-independent physical objects, and thus we justifiably infer that physical objects cause us to have the sensations that we do. The latter says that the existence of mind-independent physical objects is the best explanation for our sensations, and thus we are justified in inferring that physical objects cause us to have our sensations.


BonJour begins by reconsidering the problem with respect to the apprehension of the character of experience. If this character is belief-like, then we have a reason for believing that further propositional beliefs are true, but this new belief requires justification. If this character is not belief-like then the need for justification is avoided, but it can’t provide justification either. “It is this dilemma that has always seemed to me to constitute the most fundamental objection to the foundationalist appeal to experience and thereby to internalist foundationalism itself.”
 


The move BonJour makes is easiest to see if we focus on a case where the alleged basic belief is a metabelief that I have a certain specific occurrent belief. Naturally, we should look for justification for the metabelief in the experience of having the occurrent belief. The crucial fact that BonJour postulates to allow him to escape the horns of the above dilemma, is that “my most fundamental experience or awareness of my own occurrent beliefs is neither an apperceptive belief or belief-like state that would itself require justification nor a noncognitive awareness of some sort that fails to reflect the specific character of the apprehended state, i.e., in this case, the propositional content of the belief.”
 He suggests that “to have an occurrent belief is ipso facto to have an awareness of the content of that belief (and also one’s acceptance of that content), an awareness that is not reflective or apperceptive in nature, but is instead partly constitutive of the first-level occurrent belief state itself.”
 By appealing to this nonapperceptive, constitutive awareness we can justify our metabelief. But, it is really this nonapperceptive, constitutive awareness that should be called “basic.” Occurrent belief is a conscious state, and what one is predominantly conscious of in having such a belief is the propositional content of the belief-state and one’s acceptance of that content. This “built-in” awareness does not require justification. BonJour claims that such a nonapperceptive, constitutive awareness of content is strictly infallible in essentially the way that foundationalist views have traditionally claimed.”
 


BonJour is careful to point out that this infallibility does not extend to an apperceptive metabelief. It is possible to have a metabelief which fails to accurately reflect the content of the constitutive awareness. This could be due to inattention or to the complexity of the belief content itself, or from something else. But without good reason in a particular case, this possibility of error doesn’t seem to prevent the justification of a metabelief by appeal to constitutive awareness. 


Thus, we have good reason to believe that we can have specific sorts of beliefs that can be considered basic in that we have an internally available reason why they are likely to be true, without that reason requiring further justification. We are still left with the problem of nonoccurrent beliefs, but this is a problem that everyone faces and is left to be solved at another time.


Next, he considers the content of sensory and perceptual experience. He considers the visual experience of looking out his window. It is, of course, like the occurrent belief, a conscious state. Thus, it automatically involves a similar “built-in” awareness of its own phenomenal content. Again, this awareness does not require justification and is similarly infallible. “Thus this awareness of sensory content is also apparently available to play a foundational role.”
 


Before we get ahead of ourselves though, we have a problem. Many philosophers believe that the content of a perceptual experience is nonpropositional and nonconceptual in character. But, if this is so, then our “built-in” awareness cannot stand in any justificatory relationship to a belief that is expressed in propositional and conceptual terms. Thus, the relationship can only be causal. BonJour takes the premise that sensory experience is essentially nonconceptual in nature to be true and important. The visual experience that he has as he looks out his window “is far too specific, detailed, and variegated to be adequately captured in any conceptual or propositional formulation – or at least in any that I am presently able to formulate or even understand.”
 


Although BonJour admits to being influenced by this argument, he now believes that the conclusion does not follow from the premise. Even if we grant that the specific content of his visual experience is nonpropositional, he is still aware of the specific content simply by virtue of having the experience. Thus, he argues that “if (i) an apperceptive belief that I entertain purports to describe or conceptually characterize that perceptual content, albeit no doubt incompletely, and if (ii) I understand the descriptive content of that belief, … then I seem to be in a good, indeed an ideal, position to judge whether the conceptual description is accurate as far as it goes; and if it appears to be accurate, to be justified on that basis in accepting the belief.”
 


But, this is the sort of “confrontation” between a conceptual description and the nonconceptual piece of reality that it asserts to describe that many philosophers reject as impossible. It is only possible, when the reality in question is a conscious state and when the description pertains to the conscious content of that state. “In this way it turns out to be possible for nonconceptual experience to yield justification for beliefs about the experienced content itself.”


With this idea in hand, BonJour has decided that he can successfully defend a version of foundationalism. But what problems is he left with? At this point, there are still two large questions outstanding. The first to be dealt with is how nonconceptual perceptual content is to be correctly described if it is to play a justificatory role? This question would be easy “to deal with if it were plausible to suppose that we are able to conceptually formulate the given content in phenomenological terms that are as close as possible to the apparent character of the given experience itself.”
 But, BonJour does not believe that we possess the conceptual resources to do so, or that even if we did that the time and effort required in expressing an adequate description with justificatory power would be prohibitive. This is because when we attempt to formulate the given content in phenomenological terms we would end up with an indefinitely long disjunctive proposition. 


The only other “very obvious alternative, is that we conceptually grasp such content in terms of the physical objects and situations that we would be inclined on the basis of that experience, other things being equal, to think we are perceiving.”
 Usually, this is put as that what I am conceptually aware of is certain physical-object appearances, or technically, ways of being “appeared to.” Although it seems obvious that we have the ability to grasp the character of our perceptual experience fairly accurately in terms of physical object appearances, BonJour thinks, “it is far from obvious exactly what such characterizations of experience really amount to. In giving them, we seem to be relying on a tacitly grasped, and, we think, mutually understood correlation…, perhaps learned or perhaps at least partially innate, between experiential features and the physical situations of which they are taken to be appearances... Whatever this correlation ultimately amounts to, however, the important issue is whether beliefs adopted on the basis of it are at least likely to reflect in an accurate way what is really going on in the physical world, something that can not be assumed without begging the most important philosophical question in this area.”
 


Even if the previous description is the correct way to understand the content of our perceptual representation of the content of our sensory experiences, the second issue arises of how do such representations contribute to the justification of beliefs about the physical world? This, says BonJour, “is of course the ultimate question in this general area.”
 He presents only a brief sketch of possibilities for a nonskeptical solution at this time. 


The first and “perhaps the most historically standard solution is the reductive phenomenalist attempt to define physical object concepts in terms of sensory appearance concepts.”
 BonJour states that this approach may work for the case of secondary qualities, but that it has fatal problems when applied to a more global phenomenalist approach.


The second solution, advocated by H. H. Price, and by Roderick Chisholm in a qualified form, is “that the mere occurrence of a physical appearance or state of being appeared to confers prima facie justification on the corresponding physical claim.”
 BonJour seems to reject this based on Chisholm’s qualified version, which appeals to a logical relation of “tending to make evident” that is said to exist between the claims about sensory experience and the subsequent claims about the actual perception of physical objects. BonJour rejects this due to the doubtfulness of there being such a logical relation as “tending to make evident.”


At last, he offers his own very tentative suggestion. He finds the basis for the needed inference between sensory appearance and objective fact in two fundamental facts about such appearances. First, they have an involuntary and spontaneous character. Second, “they fit together and reinforce each other in, dare I say, a coherent fashion.”
 These are the central facts appealed to by Locke and by Berkeley. Locke used them to justify his inference from sensory ideas to the external world, and Berkeley used them to justify his inference to God. The idea being that there must be some explanation for the fact of their involuntariness and that they cohere. The conclusion reached by the respective philosophers is justified as the best explanation of these two facts. BonJour’ conviction “is that such an inference, to Locke’s conclusion rather than Berkeley’s, is ultimately cogent and can be justified on a priori grounds. But how such a justification might go in detail is a long story that there is no space to consider here.”


BonJour’s “conclusion for the moment is twofold: (i) coherentism is pretty obviously untenable, indeed hopeless; and (ii) a very traditional version of experiential foundationalism can be successfully defended against the most immediate and telling objection, even though it faces a very familiar and serious problem for which no developed solution is yet available”


After my initial hope has faded that BonJour would be capable of giving us some deep insight into the revitalization of foundationalism, I am left with a kind of empty feeling. My assumption would be that if the primary proponent of coherentism for close to twenty years finally saw its fatal problems, that he would be able to give us some better insight into foundationalism. But, all in all, I seriously respect BonJour for publicly taking the stand that he has. He is a man, and a professional philosopher that has come to the realization that the position that he developed and defended for much of his career is untenable. He has given us a good reevaluation of the problems involved in defending foundationalism, and ways to address several of them. It is also evidently clear that he is a man who hasn’t fully formulated his position. This should be expected. 


I think that some of what he is agonizing over is just “details.” Certainly, these details are important to many philosophers, and are important in their own right as explanatory mechanisms. But the bottom line seems to be that we do make the inference from sensory experience to physical objects. Without a deep understanding of all the “details” involved, I tend to agree with H. H. Price’s core idea that “the mere occurrence of a physical appearance or state of being appeared to confers prima facie justification on the corresponding physical claim.” Maybe there is a causal or logical relation involved. I’m just not sure that it matters. The simple fact is that we are ‘here’ on a continuing basis and so we must be generally successful at it since we continue to survive; thus, we must be justified in making this inference. 


I look forward to following BonJour as a “moving target” as he develops his position. He has already changed his mind on the issue of the characterization of sensory experience. In “Foundationalism and the External World,” also published in 1999, relying on the work of H.H Price, he states “that something much closer to a sense-datum or phenomenological characterization is needed if an adequate basis for the inference to the physical world is to be found.”
 It will be interesting to see if he can get us our needed inference to physical objects. 

BonJour may not bring us any profound insights into foundationalism, but he has already given us good reasons to halt “the movement away from foundationalism” of the last few decades that “so often looks less like a reasoned dialectical progression than a fashionable stampede.”

Maybe BonJour, and the others, need to realize that 

“you can indicate anything you can see…”
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