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Chapter 1

Justifi cation

1. Beliefs

I have cited, with approval, Peirce’s doctrine that we begin to philosophize 
not in a state of complete doubt but rather possessed of minds stocked with 
all sorts of beliefs. We cannot divest ourselves of these at one stroke and 
wipe our slates clean, any more than we can jump out of our skins with a 
single leap. Our fate is to begin our thinking careers not at the hypothetical 
beginning but in the middle of things.

We fi nd further that, from the very earliest acknowledgment of our 
thoughts and opinions, we are more strongly attracted to some rather than 
to others, inclined to consider the former more persuasive or initially cred-
ible than the latter. When such differences become objects of continuing 
refl ection, stimulating alterations in the relative attractiveness of our beliefs, 
we have, in effect, turned critical without deliberate effort. Our initial mass 
of beliefs, layered from the start by our attitudes toward their claims, is 
subject to altered layering, progressively fi ltering out beliefs we fi nd incon-
sistent or otherwise repugnant and assigning the rest the credentials cor-
responding to their respective current attractiveness. These credentials are 
not fi xed once and for all; they arise, change, and grow as we ourselves 
continue to grow. Our beliefs, in sum, are persuasive not because of their 
provenance but because of their up-to-date credentials. Pedigrees count 
for nothing.

Our beliefs are, if persuasive, not so simply because of what they indi-
vidually assert. They of course purport to be true but their respective claims 
need to survive the challenge of living within a community of comparable 
claims, each demanding equal consideration and the combination threat-
ening potential confl ict and modifi cation. In short, each of our beliefs 
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requires amicable relations with our other beliefs to nourish its 
credibility.

2. Access to Truth

A stronger moral has often been drawn from this situation: No belief, it 
has been roundly declared, has direct access to truth, but only indirect 
access at best, thus giving rise to unavoidable reliance on justifi cation by 
supporting evidence.

A representative statement is that of Bonjour, “If truth were somehow 
immediately and unproblematically accessible  .  .  .  so that one could in all 
cases opt simply to believe the truth, then the concept of justifi cation would 
be of little signifi cance and would play no independent role in cognition. 
But this epistemically ideal situation is quite obviously not the one in which 
we fi nd ourselves. We have no such immediate and unproblematic access 
to truth, and it is for this reason that justifi cation comes into the 
picture.”1

Here, however, looms a problem. If a belief acquires indirect access to 
truth only through its justifi cation by others supplying evidence for it, these 
others must themselves be justifi ed; they cannot simply be plucked out of 
the air. But since they themselves have no more direct access to truth than 
the belief they purport to justify, they must be justifi ed in turn by still other 
beliefs, and so on ad infi nitum—unless the justifi cation chain can be safely 
brought to a halt. Without such a halt, no belief can have any access to 
truth, lacking direct access by hypothesis, and incapable of gaining indirect 
access as we have seen.

Clearly, the last link in our hypothetical chain cannot be justifi ed by the 
fi rst link, on pain of vicious circularity, the whole circle then afl oat aim-
lessly with no fi rm anchorage anywhere. The most widespread solution 
proposed by many thinkers, early and late, is to deny the initial supposition 
that no belief has direct access to truth, and to affi rm that at least the fi rst 
link in a justifi cation chain is indeed certain, having direct access to truth, 
which truth it channels to subsequent links, thereby assuring them access 
that is indirect. The picture is familiar in the history of philosophy, in 
association with both rationalist and empiricist thinkers, the former 
grounding supposed initial links in reason, rendering them impervious to 
doubt, the latter basing the certainty of such links on a presumably hard 
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core of sensory data given in experience. Both schools of thought accord-
ingly suppose that the vast array of items we take to be true gain their 
credibility through evidential chains linking them ultimately to beliefs true 
beyond doubt.

The fl aw in this solution, from a contemporary point of view if not from 
that of the historical masters, is its appeal to the notion of truths transpar-
ently beyond the possibility of doubt. The intervening centuries have disap-
pointed us so often in the claims to such truths as to render us immune to 
their deceptive charms. Again and again, impregnable claims of self-
 evidence have been not only doubted but roundly defeated, in mathematics 
as well as the empirical sciences. An initial sketch of the general picture 
reveals that mathematics—the home of rationalistic philosophy—far from 
being a haven of unquestionable truth, thrives on doubt, speculation, and 
conjecture. Empirical science—the inspiration of empiricist thought—in 
its turn, has repeatedly spawned new credible theories baffl ing to the dog-
matisms inherited from prior science.

3. Cogito Ergo Sum

We consider now Descartes’ celebrated rationalist gem, the thought, 
“Cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am), which he deemed to show his 
own existence incapable of being defeated by the most radical doubt, even 
by a hypothetical malicious demon bent on deceiving him into doubting 
his own existence.2 For to be deceived is to be; to doubt that I exist is itself 
to think, hence to be. Here, then, for Descartes, is a truth he is compelled 
by reason to accept and barred by reason from doubting—and each of us 
who considers the equivalent statement in reference to himself must reach 
the equivalent and certain conclusion. We have, then, in every such case, 
a proposition absolutely incapable of being doubted, by its author at least, 
if not by others. And there’s the rub.

For if I, the author of the statement, “Cogito ergo sum,” am prevented 
from doubting it, others are free to dispute it without hindrance. An 
outside observer might well have reason to doubt, of the utterer of a par-
ticular “Cogito”-statement, that he had in fact been thinking while mouth-
ing the words “I think,” as against the possibility that the words were 
not deliberate but merely thoughtless refl exes, or unthinking products 
of someone brain dead, even in fact dead, during the time in question. 
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If actually brain dead during the critical interval and revived only 
afterward, the utterer might at fi rst affi rm that he had been conscious 
continuously, and deliberate throughout the relevant interval, later admit-
ting the critical gap in his thinking when confronted with outside evidence. 
The “Cogito” utterance in question here was, then, false, hence not 
beyond doubt.

It has been argued, in rebuttal, that the “Cogito” utterance might 
have been doubted by others but not, however, by the author himself 
at the time of the utterance, even were he to doubt its veracity at a later 
time. In reply to this rebuttal, it might be insisted that the proposition 
itself was, at any rate, subject to doubt hence not certain, as shown by 
the reasons later available to both author and outsider. Nevertheless, 
proponents of the rebuttal would persist in arguing that while both 
author and outsider might be able to detail these reasons for doubting 
the phrase, the author alone could do so only after the fact. Unlike the 
outsider, he could not very well credit these same negative reasons at 
the very moment of his utterance, thus denying while affi rming it in 
the same breath. Hence, this argument triumphantly concludes, the 
phrase “I think” was certain and beyond doubt for the utterer himself 
at the critical moment of its enunciation even though such certainty 
were to evaporate a moment later.

The argument is, however, confused, since if the utterer acquires 
good reasons to retract his vulnerable utterance at a later time, it had 
evidently been vulnerable from the start, hence not beyond doubt even 
then. The utterance, therefore, cannot well be judged to have been certain 
even for the utterer and even at the critical time of its origination. Were 
the mere impossibility of affi rming and denying a statement at the same 
time to imply that it was certain, every statement whatever would be 
certain.

Is it not, however, strange that fi rst-person cases differ from third-
person cases with respect to the notion of evidence? We may query the 
doctor who has just examined a patient to detail his evidence for thinking 
the patient is feeling sad or for its seeming to him that the sky is growing 
darker, but we would not demand of the patient himself who has just said 
“I’m feeling sad” or “It seems to me the sky is growing darker” that he 
outline his supporting evidence for these judgments before we credit him 
with knowing, even granting the truth of these claims. Some have accord-
ingly argued that there is no logical room for the concept of evidence about 
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one’s own case, which implies that the utterer’s statement is certain for him 
at the time of its enunciation.

There is nothing, however. to prevent the patient himself from offering 
the very same reasons as those offered by the doctor. It is not that there 
is no logical room for the concept of evidence in one’s own case, but 
that we do not require the utterer to supply such evidence before judging 
him to know what he claims, by his affi rmation, to know, if we take it 
to be indeed true. We normally grant that the utterer is in a favored 
position to judge his own case without recourse to the evidence needed 
by the outsider, his affi rmation assumed to be highly credible to him, 
if not to us, in consequence of his favored position. Nor do we make 
this typical assumption only with respect to a subject’s report of his 
phenomenal experiences. If he tells us his name, we do not, barring 
special circumstances, query him as to his evidence, nor do we quiz him 
for his reasons if, looking out the window, he tells us that a snowstorm 
is raging outside.

It is, however, important to note that, in assuming high prima facie 
credibility of certain self-referential assertions, for the subject at least, we 
are not excluding the possibility of error. A man may be mistaken about 
his pains or moods or even his own name. We are nevertheless allowing a 
subject’s favored position in certain self-referential cases to give him the 
right to affi rm his belief short of an actual or presumed evidential argu-
ment. If we also judge his belief to be true, we may then decide that he 
indeed knows what it affi rms. But infallibility is in any case out of the 
question, as both he and we may be mistaken, having good reason to retract 
our claims in the future.3

4. Mathematical Certainty

Is there not then, as many suppose, a basis for certainty in the realm of 
mathematics? Much depends on the particular interpretation given to 
mathematics. Modern thinkers have typically distinguished between unin-
terpreted and interpreted formal systems. Euclidean geometry, for example, 
when uninterpreted, rests on undefi ned primitive terms assigned no deno-
tations and on postulates relating these terms selectively to one another, 
with rules governing the formation of sentences and the creation of defi ned 
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terms, as well as approved ways of moving from certain sentences to others. 
With no denotative import, however, uninterpreted sentences are not truth 
vehicles at all, having the status of abstract structures only, similar to 
games. None is therefore, a fortiori, true beyond doubt.

Interpreted through the assignment of suitable denotations, however, 
the sentences of the formal geometrical system do become truth vehicles, 
but they become vulnerable thereby to doubt and rejection. When Euclid-
ean points are, for example, taken to denote stars and Euclidean lines to 
denote light rays, the resulting assertions, purporting to be physically true, 
become hostages to physical evidence which may controvert them, hence 
to disconfi rmation.

What about pure mathematics, free of special postulates and popularly 
thought to be transparently true in itself? Part of the current popularity of 
this opinion rests on the belief that mathematics has been reduced to logic, 
the fi rmest of truths, as presumably shown by Whitehead’s and Russell’s 
Principia Mathematica. Sadly, however, the purported reduction has been 
demonstrated to proceed not all the way to logic, but only to logic plus 
(interpreted) set theory, while set theory itself is plagued with paradoxes, 
alternative incompatible foundations, controversial existential assump-
tions, and metaphysical differences, hardly the stuff of self-evident 
truths.4

5. Classical Logic

What then about classical logic, that is, the logic of sentences as well as of 
quantifi cation and identity? Surely, this is so fi rm that it is clearly not 
subject to doubt. The problem that arises from an English speaker’s claim-
ing to have doubted, and indeed to have rejected, a logical truth, by saying, 
“not (not (p and not-p)),” is that he has made his claim utterly incompre-
hensible to native English speakers; they would incline to take him as a 
non-English speaker or, at any rate, as not using the word “not” in con-
formity with the standard use of this logical particle. Accordingly, they 
would suppose him not to have denied the law of non-contradiction but 
rather to have employed the symbol “not” in a novel way consistent with 
that law.5

Does this not imply then that the original logical truth “not (p and not-
p)” is indeed so self-evidently true that it cannot be denied, and does it not 
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prove that we have here after all a basic truth underlying or capable of 
underlying all our knowledge? Our interlocutor might insist, however, that 
in asserting both “p” and “not-p,” he claims indeed to be using the classical 
negation symbol and thus to have succeeded in denying the law of non-
contradiction. It might, to the contrary, be argued that his claim is not 
persuasive; if a statement is true, its denial should at least be coherent if 
not factual. That is, its non-factuality ought at least to be understandable, 
though ruled out by its contradictory. In the case of our above logical truth, 
“not (p and not-p),” by contrast, its formal denial is not even grammati-
cally coherent; it is not ruled out as non-factual by its contradictory, but 
rather as beyond the boundary of comprehensibility by speakers of the 
language.

Moreover, this formal denial, since logically false, implies every state-
ment, including the law of non-contradiction itself which it purports to 
deny. Though possible as a formal statement, this denial is so self-defeating 
as to keep the object of its denial fi rmly in place, in consequence erasing 
the very line between true and false statements and thus eliminating all 
point to assertion. Implying all assertions, it ends up making none.

Were we, in spite of all this, to concede to the die-hard defender of cer-
tainty that the survival of the law of non-contradiction in the face of formal 
denial is a sign of its certainty rather than an indication of its impotence 
as a deniable assertion, this concession could hardly be comforting to such 
defender. For it would be a mere fantasy to imagine that the whole struc-
ture of our knowledge could be reared on the foundation of classical logic 
alone, sole possessor of direct access to truth and sole source of indirect 
access for every other item of our knowledge.

It is worth noting that Descartes himself, having proved to his own sat-
isfaction that his “Cogito”-statement had achieved certainty, still required 
a battery of further arguments to support the general trustworthiness of 
our senses, without thereby denying the occurrence of errors.6 Such argu-
ments as he provided depended on his proofs of the existence and perfec-
tion of God, purporting to show that God could not possibly deceive us, 
avoidable errors arising nevertheless from unrestrained use of our freedom 
of will. These supplementary arguments, however, are demonstratively 
unpersuasive, and clearly incapable of chaining the putative certainty of 
the “Cogito”-statement to the empirical items to be justifi ed, hence enabling 
them to achieve indirect access to the truth.

Furthermore, short of the fl at denial of classical logic, some theorists, 
among them assorted intuitionists, constructivists, semanticists, and 
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theoretical physicists, with differing motivations, have in fact proposed the 
idea of giving up classical logic for various purposes while preserving con-
sistency through adopting one or another deviant logic instead. In this 
enlarged sense of “denial,” classical logic may itself be denied consistently 
for any of a number of reasons, without, as before, reinstating the very 
object of its denial. Classical logic can thus hardly be conceived as beyond 
reasonable revision, hence as certain.7

Turning now from rationalistic sources of the emphasis on certainty, we 
consider empiricistic emphases on sensory experience, purporting to 
provide us with brute particulars transparently evident to consciousness. 
The particulars we perceive cannot, it is affi rmed, be wished away; they are 
given to the senses and stand fi rm amid changing winds of doctrine. They 
may be interpreted, but they cannot be denied by aspiring theories which 
are, in fact, tested by them—since they provide hard evidence favoring 
some and destroying others. Twentieth-century empiricism took its rise in 
the rejection of philosophical idealism, which gave primacy to the mind 
and short shrift to sensory particulars in its understanding of knowledge.

6. C. I. Lewis’ Empiricism

The American pragmatist C. I. Lewis expressed his criticism of idealism 
thus: “If the mind were the only condition of the thing as known, then the 
nature of the mind being specifi ed, objects in general would be completely 
determined.  .  .  .  Unless the content of knowledge is recognized to have a 
condition independent of the mind, the peculiar signifi cance of knowledge 
is likely to be lost. For the purpose of knowledge is to be true to something 
which is beyond it. Its intent is to be governed and dictated to in certain 
respects. It is a real act with a real purpose because it seeks something which 
it knows it may miss. If knowledge had no condition independent of the 
knowing act, would this be so?”8 This condition Lewis identifi ed as “the 
sensuously given.” We shall focus our ensuing consideration of modern 
empiricism by attending, in particular, to Lewis’ Mind and the World Order 
(1929).

Modern empiricism, in its several various forms, has been inspired by 
the role of observation and experiment in the natural sciences, where 
general theories are tested by the independent deliverances of the senses. 
No theory is certain; rather, it provides a fallible interpretation of the hard 
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data so far given to the senses, ever vulnerable to what further sensory 
experience may bring, and therefore at best probable. The sensory given is, 
however, to be thought of quite differently, for Lewis. It is not interpretive 
nor, therefore, is it fallible. And to require only that theory and conceivable 
statements of sensory observation be coherent is vacuous as a test of the 
former. Unless some such statements are independently selected out of 
their infi nitely numerous kin consistent with a proposed theory, we have 
no basis for assigning the theory any observational merit.

If, for Lewis, the sensory given is to afford us the means of testing a 
proposed theory, it must be construed as certain, an incorrigible fact of 
subjective experience, hence capable of restricting the mind’s arbitrariness 
in seeking objective knowledge. Indeed, if it were in its turn also fallible, 
thus merely probable relative to other premises, and so on, it would provide 
no basis at all for evaluating the theory in question, either positively or 
negatively. The chain of probabilities must therefore terminate in certainty, 
if we can claim to have any empirical knowledge at all.

This brief for certainty has been disputed by Nelson Goodman, who 
begins by agreeing with Lewis that “credibility may be transmitted from 
one statement to another through deductive or probability connections; 
but credibility does not spring from these connections by spontaneous 
generation. Somewhere along the line some statements  .  .  .  must have 
initial credibility.”9 But here Goodman adds the words, “.  .  .  credibility to 
some degree, not certainty.” In arguing against mere coherence as a way 
of anchoring the chain of probabilities with which we started, Goodman 
is thus at one with Lewis. But he thinks the appeal to certainty is excessive, 
since initial credibility alone provides the required anchorage, without 
blocking the possibility of overturning such credibility in the future. Thus, 
no statement whatever is immune to withdrawal, yet the initial credibility 
of statements at a time exercises a degree of control over the system of 
statements as a whole that cannot be blithely ignored or dealt with 
arbitrarily.

I have found Goodman’s argument persuasive, and have interpreted 
initial credibilities as refl ecting “our varied inclinations to affi rm given 
statements as true or assert them as scientifi cally acceptable: equivalently, 
they may be construed as indicating the initial claims we recognize 
statements to make upon us, at any given time, for inclusion within our 
cognitive systems.”10 Russell’s superfi cially similar notion of “intrinsic 
credibility” is actually quite different from “initial credibility” in importing 
the unwanted suggestion of credibility values as fi xed over time, whereas 
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it seems evident that our inclinations to affi rm particular statements 
vary considerably from time to time and imply no immunity to 
revision.11

There are additional problems with Lewis’ conception of the given. His 
main concern, as Goodman acknowledges, is not to fi nd sentences that are 
certain, hence suitable to serve as axioms of a system of knowledge; rather 
it is to recognize that empirical knowledge rests on error-free sensory con-
tents subject to fallible conceptual interpretation. It is, however, diffi cult 
to see how an error-free given at a particular moment can serve as a check 
on theory. For once the momentary given is gone, the memory of its past 
character provides no error-free testimony for or against the theory in 
question, only a fallible interpretation of what the present memory signifi es 
about the past moment.

Further, Lewis admits that the given is intertwined with interpretation. 
“The independence of the given,” he holds, “[does not] entail the practical 
possibility of removing altogether the encrustation of concepts, so as to 
discover the core of the given in a moment of sheer apprehension.”12 How, 
then, one might ask, is the given itself to serve as a check on theory?

If Lewis’ aim is simply to show that the given, though never unqualifi ed 
by thought and always “an excised element or abstraction,” is at least not 
“an ‘unreal’ abstraction” but “an identifi able constituent in experience,” 
he needs to tell us how to identify it analytically. This, he declares, we can 
do by focusing on the sensuous aspect of experience, and then by attending 
to the quality of unalterability by thought, the given being “unaffected by 
any change of mental attitude or interest.” The given, in sum, is “that which 
remains untouched and unaltered, however it is construed by thought.”13

That anything is thus untouched seems to me at variance with the psy-
chological facts as represented by both anecdotal reports and experimental 
evidence. Both such sources affi rm the enormous infl uence exercised by 
belief, expectation, and set in determining the quality of the sensuous 
given. Ample anecdotal support for such infl uence is supplied by numer-
ous sources, of which Ernst Gombrich’s Art and Illusion will serve as a 
representative sample of illustrations drawn from certain technical areas, 
from the history of art, and from everyday life. The tendency of such illus-
trations is to counterpose the maxim “Seeing is believing” with its often 
more germane obverse, “Believing is seeing.” In this connection, Gombrich 
tells us that “Intelligence offi cers intent on the reading of aerial reconnais-
sance photographs, X-ray specialists basing a diagnosis on the faintest of 
shadows visible in a tissue, learn in a hard school how often ‘believing is 
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seeing’ and how important it therefore is to keep their hypothesis 
fl exible.”14

One empirical psychological study will here serve for many: D. C. 
McClelland and J. W. Atkinson measured the effect of hunger upon the 
images projected by subjects onto a blank screen. “After a preliminary 
phase in which faint images were actually shown on the screen, the experi-
menters exposed blanks but asked for description of the things shown; they 
found that food-related responses, and even the size of imagined food 
objects, increased with the increase of hunger.”15 Cases familiar in ordinary 
experience are instanced by M. Sherif and H. Cantril, who cite “the case of 
the hungry man looking for bread or the case of a lover waiting in a crowd 
for his sweetheart.”16

The main problem with Lewis’ conception, however, is that the notion 
of an error-free or certain given is confused. “Error and certainty, like 
truth and falsehood, are purported characteristics of descriptions, not 
in general of things described.”17 The sense in which the sensory given is 
not subject to error simply refl ects the fact that it is no description; this 
fact by no means implies that reports of the given are immune from 
mistake. The error-free character of the given is thus a triviality, of no 
epistemological interest whatever. I conclude, in sum, that empiricist 
views may be no more anchored in the safety of certainty than are rational-
ist ones.

Having rejected the various appeals to certainty as terminating the jus-
tifi cation chains purporting to give our beliefs their indirect access to truth, 
we shall do well to revisit three controlling ideas that have given rise to the 
original problem of relating justifi cation to truth. One such idea is that of 
access to truth, a second is that of justifi cation itself, and the third is that 
of certainty.

7. Access as a Metaphor

Access to truth is a metaphor, natural enough and seemingly harmless. But 
it brings with it consequences equally natural though not at all harmless. 
The expression “access to truth” invites us to see attainment of access as a 
process analogous to physical access to a room, a transition from outside 
a closed space to its inside. No belief, it has been widely asserted, has direct 
access to truth; every belief either lacks access altogether or, at best, has 
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indirect access, achieved only through justifi cation by evidence. Indeed, 
that no belief has direct access is what is said to necessitate recourse to 
justifi cation, constituting the only means of transition from outside all 
access to attainable, that is to say, indirect access. Acquiring justifi cation 
is, on this view, a historical process, since no belief is born with its justifi ca-
tion on its face, at best gaining indirect access by acquiring suitable eviden-
tial relations to other beliefs.

Assume, then, a given belief with no such apparent relations upon its 
initial formulation. Having later been shown to acquire such relations to 
evidential premises, has it thereby been justifi ed and gained indirect access 
to truth? Clearly, if these premises are unjustifi ed, themselves lacking 
access, their consequences also lack access, hence providing no justifi cation 
for the belief in question, and moving it not a whit closer to the truth 
sought. And if, as some have suggested, the premises in question are in 
their turn shown to be appropriately linked to still others, the question 
recurs as to whether these presumably evidential others are themselves 
justifi ed. No matter how long the purported justifi cation chain is imagined 
to extend, unless it is somehow anchored to truth, it is idling, running in 
place, no closer to achieving access for our initial belief than it had to begin 
with.

The classical solution to this problem has been to reject the critical 
assumption that no belief has direct access to the truth. Once we affi rm, 
with many thinkers, both rationalists and empiricists, that some beliefs are 
in fact certain, possessed of direct access to truth, other beliefs can theoreti-
cally, through suitable logical or probabilistic linkages to these, acquire 
indirect access to truth, thus attaining justifi cation without fear of endless 
regress. This strategy, as we have noted, requires designation of those 
beliefs thought to be certain and, moreover, rich enough to generate all the 
desired justifi ed content, and we have already seen the diffi culties this 
involves. Without this strategy, however, how can we interpret justifi ca-
tion, required by all accounts to make sense of the knowledge we claim, 
and, moreover, without reliance on the discredited notion of certainty?

8. J. F. Fries and K. Popper

A general proposal for achieving this goal is to replace recourse to certainty 
with the adoption of a convention for the making of a decision: we simply 
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decree that certain beliefs are to be taken, for the moment, as having direct 
access to the truth and we justify other beliefs by linking them to these. A 
more specifi c and elaborate formulation of such a proposal is that of 
Popper, following J. F. Fries, who argued that “if the statements of science 
are not to be accepted dogmatically, we must be able to justify them.”18 To 
insist, however, that all statements are to be logically justifi ed, warns Fries, 
leads to an infi nite regress. “Now, if we wish to avoid the danger of dog-
matism as well as an infi nite regress, then it seems as if we could only have 
recourse to psychologism, i.e. the doctrine that statements can be justifi ed 
not only by statements but also by perceptual experience.”19 Fries chose 
psychologism, the appeal to sense experience as yielding immediate knowl-
edge. Popper himself, however, rejects psychologism since, he argues, no 
statement of sense experience is immune from testing and possible revi-
sion. He further holds that in testing a theory by reference to basic state-
ments, there is no absolute stopping point, since every such statement is 
open to further tests; every test of a theory in fact “must stop at some basic 
statement or other which we decide to accept.”20

Popper’s resolution of Fries’ trilemma is to replace recourse to certainty, 
while avoiding psychologism, with the adoption of a convention or the 
making of a decision: We simply decree that certain beliefs are to be taken, 
for the moment, as tantamount to having direct access to the truth, and 
we justify other beliefs by linking them to these. Such decrees obviously 
lack certainty since we are free to renounce them at will by issuing new 
decrees. They are, in this sense, impermanent but, so long as they are in 
force, they may be assumed to justify any claims for which they provide 
evidential support. As he elaborates, “The basic statements at which we 
stop, which we decide to accept as satisfactory, and as suffi ciently tested, 
have admittedly the character of dogmas.  .  .  .  But this kind of dogmatism 
is innocuous since, should the need arise, these statements can easily be 
tested further.”

9. Voluntarism and Linearity

Two problems confront the recourse to convention, decision, or decree in 
the interpretation of justifi cation. One problem is that of voluntarism; the 
other is that of linearity. The reliance on decree (which here stands in for 
any of the three notions) is what I refer to as voluntarism, since it poses 
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no constraint on the adoption of any decree at any time. Such voluntarism 
does, as intended, free the strategy from appeal to certainty—only, however, 
to saddle it with the stigma of dogmatism, since no decree itself requires 
to be justifi ed. It is serial dogmatism to be sure, but dogmatism nonethe-
less, having, as Bertrand Russell once said of the method of postulation, all 
the advantages of theft over honest toil. As long, further, as we are willing 
to condone such thievery, what precludes us from using it directly for all 
the several beliefs we hope to justify as gaining indirect access, or as having 
passed a relevant test, rather than restricting it to the premises from which 
we hope to derive such beliefs?

What I refer to as linearity is the property, shared by the classical and 
the present (decisional) conception, of a chain, which starts with a fi xed 
point or points neither requiring nor, indeed, allowing any justifi cation, 
and proceeds by logical or probabilistic derivation to further steps which 
are justifi ed thereby. Whether the initial starting points are thought to be 
either certainties or free decrees does not affect the property of linearity 
common to both conceptions.

This property has the effect of treating every one of our beliefs as guilty 
unless proven innocent, that is, as unjustifi ed (or as not serviceable) unless 
shown to be suitably linked to starting points that are certain (for the clas-
sical conception) or decreed (for the decisional conception). The former 
makes the barrier to justifi cation impossibly high since, as we have seen, 
certainty is beyond our reach, and hence treating all our beliefs as unjusti-
fi ed. The latter virtually abolishes the barrier altogether, counting all beliefs 
as justifi able (or serviceable) at will. Both uphold the view that if our beliefs 
are to pass muster, they can do so only by having recourse either to mythi-
cal certainties (in the one case) or willful decisions (in the other).

10. One-Way Justifi cation

A corollary of the view held in common by both conceptions is that the 
fi rst link in a given justifi cation chain must be assumed fi rm since its role 
is to anchor the chain. The fi rst link justifi es; it cannot itself waver or be 
overridden by subsequent links. The justifi cation process is one-way only. 
This picture, as we have seen earlier, is similar to that of Lewis, who regards 
the given as incorrigible, and contrasts with Goodman’s notion of state-
ments with initial credibility, always vulnerable to overthrow by other such 
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statements with higher credibility. We shall have occasion later to compare 
these two conceptions as intended accounts of justifi cation in the sciences, 
but for now let us ask what the consequences would be if both voluntarism 
and linearity were surrendered.

In a word, the effect would be far-reaching. The notion of starting from 
scratch would be given up, and justifi cation would no longer be conceived 
as chainlike, patterned after a logical or mathematical proof. Our beliefs 
would no longer carry the burden of original guilt unless and until proven 
innocent. Justifi cation as a deliberate procedure would not be thought of 
as an initial qualifying process, required for admission into our body of 
beliefs, but rather as a subsequent process, taking place after the fact, and 
only as needed. Starting with our initial mass of beliefs as given, we would 
in effect treat them as innocent until proven guilty, reversing the onus of 
justifi cation. Justifi able control over our body of beliefs would not be cen-
tered in one source, but diffused through the mass, exercising democratic 
rather than autocratic authority. Such a large overhauling of the classical 
and the decisional conceptions has already in fact been accomplished 
through the pioneering work of philosophical pragmatists and pragmati-
cally inclined thinkers inspired by the empirical sciences.

11. Beginning in the Middle

We have earlier made reference to Peirce’s insistence that we begin always 
in the middle of things, our minds already stocked with beliefs which, we 
may note, he considered to function in the manner of habits. That is, they 
are to be considered as approximating dispositions, readinesses, sets to act 
in response to contingencies that might arise in the future. These are to be 
thought of as positive or negative in valence, either attractive or repulsive, 
tropisms or aversions, but in any event providing a structure of potential 
actions with which we face the future. The question of their several justifi -
cations de novo is manifestly absurd. The very notion of justifi cation is a 
sophisticated achievement not available prior to the availability of beliefs. 
Nor could justifi cation, however understood, proceed without taking 
certain beliefs for granted, prior to their own justifi cation. Wholesale initial 
justifi cation is a fantasy.

Peirce’s essay, “The Fixation of Belief ”21 presents a statement of his 
theory of inquiry. Doubt differs from belief in three respects: (a) “There is 
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a dissimilarity between the sensation of doubting and that of believing.” 
(b) “The feeling of believing is a more or less sure indication of there being 
established in our nature some habit which will determine our actions. 
Doubt never has such an effect.” (c) “Doubt is an uneasy and dissatisfi ed 
state from which we struggle to free ourselves and pass into the state of 
belief, while the latter is a calm and satisfactory state which we do not wish 
to avoid, or to change to a belief in anything else. On the contrary, we cling 
tenaciously, not merely to believing, but to believing just what we do 
believe.”

The function of beliefs so understood by Peirce and elaborated corre-
spondingly by William James and John Dewey in particular, is to constitute 
a stable platform for response, should the need arise. Thought itself is 
activated when problems intrude themselves upon us, our cluster of dis-
positions to respond incapable of overt realization either because of inter-
nal short-circuiting or owing to external impediments. Thought is then 
specifi c, directed toward the initiating problem of recovering overt realiza-
tion of our stalled dispositional cluster, to the end of attaining stability of 
habits again.

12. Justifi cation, Contextual and Comparative

Peirce was infl uenced by his conception of laboratory science, focusing 
always on particular questions arising in the context of prior science, and 
taking its inherited conclusions provisionally for granted. Scientifi c inves-
tigations, following this model, do not seek to investigate nor, certainly, to 
justify the inherited totality of scientifi c beliefs. Directing their attention to 
the particular locus of an initiating problem, such investigations strive 
to bring the relevant embedded assumptions to light, scrutinizing 
possible alterations, deletions, or additions that show promise of 
resolving the problem in question. Deciding, in favorable cases, on a pro-
jected solution, they need then to justify such a course as against its alterna-
tives. Justifi cation here comes into play for the fi rst time in its natural 
habitat. Beliefs not surviving the competition with alternatives are then 
treated as not justifi ed for the present while the winners are accorded 
justifi cation.

Thus conceived, justifi cation does not provide access to a magic circle 
of truths protected by a single entry gate. Rather, it provides a provisional 
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improvement in our cluster of beliefs, freeing it from the recent problem 
we have striven to overcome. We affi rm this cluster now, reserving our 
right to alter it for cause later on. Similarly, we remain open to the possibil-
ity of further problems that may arise tomorrow, but suffi cient unto the 
day is the problem thereof. Once having recovered the stability of our rel-
evant cluster of assumptions, we can continue to use it in assertion, appli-
cation, invention, and exploration until presently unforeseen diffi culties 
arise, requiring future treatments similar to those hitherto provided but 
impossible to imagine in advance.

Justifi cation thus conceived is not an eternal state—once justifi ed, 
always justifi ed. It is relative to context at a time, thus alterable for locally 
pertinent reasons. It is, further, ordinarily comparative, the justifi ed solu-
tion having won out over alternative candidates for an optimum solution 
to a problem. Without specifi cation of the problem, neither justifi cation 
nor its lack has any clear sense. Unlike the effect of the linearity property, 
there is here no presumption that every one of our beliefs is guilty unless 
proven innocent. To affi rm that a belief is abstractly justifi ed or not is 
like affi rming that Iowa is east, without answering the obvious query: “East 
of what?” A reversal of a fundamental sort has thus taken place with 
surrender of linearity.

I have earlier criticized linearity mainly by noting its requirement for 
chainlike justifi cations to be anchored by unacceptable starting points, 
whether certainties or decrees. A decisive diffi culty with linearity is its 
radical mismatch with processes of justifi cation in empirical science, as 
distinct from mathematical proof. Enunciated forcefully by Peirce, his 
argument is that a mathematical proof, understood as proceeding by logical 
steps from unquestioned premises to unquestioned conclusions, is, like any 
chain, no stronger than its weakest link, and incapable of transmitting 
more strength to its conclusions than is evident in its premises. Both these 
features are manifestly absent among characteristically recurrent forms of 
justifi cation salient in the empirical sciences.22

13. Justifi cation in the Empirical Sciences

Theoretical premises in these sciences are not offered as certainties 
transmitting certainty to their derivations, which clearly contain no 
more strength than they themselves contain. Formulated as axioms though 
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they may be, they are nevertheless offered not as unquestioned truths but 
rather as conjectural hypotheses. In a process Peirce labels “abductive,” 
such hypotheses gain their support through systematizing a variety of 
initially credible beliefs which, as a result, turn out surprisingly related 
and, moreover, explainable, assuming the conjectural theory true.23 Support 
in such cases fl ows upward to the conjectured theory from the relevant 
empirical beliefs rather than downward from theoretical premises certain 
in themselves. Thereafter, the theory combines with other credible 
beliefs, the combination yielding empirical consequences either deduc-
tively or probabilistically, thus now contributing to the downward fl ow of 
support.

A successful theory thus construed turns out to be vastly stronger than 
any particular empirical belief that has contributed its share to the upward 
fl ow, and may in fact survive the later falsifi cation of any such belief, or 
beliefs, if enough others continue to hold. Unlike the chain which is no 
stronger than its weakest link, the pattern of support here wants a different 
metaphor, which Peirce indeed supplies in the image of a cable which, 
strong as it is, is composed of a variety of interwoven slender strands, each 
weaker and shorter than the cable itself, each moreover dispensable, pro-
vided enough others remain intact for the nonce. Reasoning in empirical 
science, Peirce insists, is “circumstantial, multiform, hypothetical, explana-
tory. Building only on modestly fi rm data, the web it forms is extremely 
powerful.”24

Examples of outstanding scientifi c theories fi tting the description 
just provided abound. The theory of evolution, for example, rests not on 
indubitable premises initiating a logical chain, or chains, ending in this 
theory as its conclusion. Rather, it gains support as it organizes and sys-
tematizes a number of results drawn from disparate empirical sciences, 
including paleontology, comparative anatomy and physiology, blood 
chemistry, stratigraphy, genetics, etc.—results which, seemingly scattered, 
turn out unexpectedly related and, indeed, partially explainable in evolu-
tionary terms. The general theory itself has in this process gained more 
strength than any of the particular beliefs on which it rests, and may survive 
any number of these provided enough others remain after they are gone. 
However, no matter how strong it may eventually become, it never achieves 
certainty, nor does it in itself by deduction alone generate empirical 
results.

We have now apparently dispensed with the troubles of linearity in 
interpreting justifi cation. But a new problem begins to loom: the threat of 
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circularity. For consider: The theory which rests on, i.e., is justifi ed by, 
particular empirical beliefs in turn explains, hence justifi es them. The 
theory is, in other words, justifi ed by the very beliefs which it eventually 
helps to justify, and the beliefs in question are justifi ed by the very theory 
ultimately resting on themselves. Does this not give the impossible upshot 
that the theory justifi es itself and that each belief justifi es itself as well? 
Surely, with support fl owing both upward and downward, there must be 
a short circuit in this line of reasoning. The way back to linearity is blocked 
and the way forward to circularity seems to guarantee obvious failure. 
What to do?

14. Circularity versus Linearity

A critical feature of the problem requires notice: the fact that each of its 
elements has a double, not a single, potential source of support. Every 
empirical belief in the sciences and every conjectural theory therein has its 
own (possibly zero) degree of credibility before the question of justifi cation 
arises. The combined empirical results justifi ed by a theory do not for that 
reason alone qualify as supporting the very theory in question. To qualify 
in this respect, they must in addition be judged as suffi ciently credible on 
their own merits.

Nor does the theoretical conjecture itself rest exclusively on the empiri-
cal results which support it. It has, in addition, some degree of credibility 
of its own, as a result of its fi t with other credible theories, and the limited 
support already garnered by its capacity to explain and to predict empirical 
beliefs other than the ones under present consideration.

15. Democratic Controls

Justifi cation is in effect not limited to a tight circle in which nothing 
extraneous intrudes. Each of the two main elements, i.e., theory and 
belief, is simultaneously sensitive to the other while retaining a measure of 
its own independence. No element is immune to change, free of all control 
by the other, but neither is such control absolute. Control, as we have 
already noted, is not autocratic but democratic, diffused throughout 
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the whole realm of beliefs, in which each is both subject and object of 
control.

A familiar example of this form of wide circularity, which is not only 
not fallacious but also obviously useful, is the ordinary dictionary, in which 
a given word may be defi ned in terms of another, and that one in turn by 
another, and so forth, until, after a while, the last member of the series may 
return to the fi rst. As in the case that has just concerned us, each ordinary 
word involved here has two potential sources of clarifi cation, its own inde-
pendent, but implicit and uncodifi ed, usage and the dictionary defi nition, 
which offers a formula explicitly relating it to other words. Usage may 
override a dictionary defi nition, but a defi nition may revise usage. The 
control that each exercises over the other is certainly not absolute but 
neither is it altogether powerless. In the interaction between them lies the 
utility of dictionaries.

Some writers have distinguished the case of science from the typical 
example of a fallacious circle consisting of a small number of elements, by 
arguing that the width of the scientifi c circle sets it apart. In this vein, 
Morris R. Cohen and Ernest Nagel affi rm the general account given above, 
as follows:

There is a sense in which all science is circular, for all proof rests upon 
assumptions which are not derived from others but are justifi ed by the set 
of consequences which are deduced from them. Thus we correct our obser-
vations and free them of errors by appeal to principles, and yet these prin-
ciples are justifi ed only because they are in agreement with the readings 
which result from experiment. In other words, science cannot rest on prin-
ciples alone. Nor can it rest on experimental observations regarded as all free 
and equal. Each is used to check the other. But there is a difference between 
a circle consisting of a small number of propositions, from which we can 
escape by denying them all or setting up their contradictories, and the circle 
of theoretical science and human observation, which is so wide that we 
cannot set up any alternative to it.25

The difference between width and narrowness here pointed out is certainly 
apt and it is perhaps generally true that the narrower a circle the more likely 
its viciousness. But this is not always the case, the critical feature being 
rather the fact that the elements of virtuous circles have two sources 
of support, not one. Thus, while the circular dictionary defi nition, as 
typically illustrated, travels a wide path before returning to its origin, 
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even a defi nition with only two elements may not be vicious in that each 
has an independent background of usage with which it enters the diction-
ary equation connecting them. This usage exercises partial control over 
future use, as does the equation itself. Usage and equation interact, each 
in principle capable of modifying the other.

16. Interactionism

The interactional view of justifi cation, an offshoot of Peirce’s anti- Cartesian 
view of science, is seen as well in Goodman’s justifi cation of induction 
as a matter of “making mutual adjustments between rules and accepted 
inferences;—in the agreement achieved lies the only justifi cation needed 
for either.” It fi gures, too, in law as exhibited in the continuous interplay 
between precedent and statute; in ethics as exemplifi ed by Rawls’ phrase 
“refl ective equilibrium,” as well as my “On Justifi cation and Commitment” 
(see Chapter 5); in Quine’s pragmatism; and in White’s holism, as 
embracing both science and morals.26
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