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HOW NOT TO BE A COHERENTIST
By PauL K. MoSER

ET us overlook the drab interpretive issue whether Bonjour, in

The Structure of Empirical Knowledge, somehow anticipated my
anti-coherentist dilemma. I find that he did not, but this is un-
interesting history. The philosophically important issue is whether
internalist coherentism of BonJour’s stripe can escape my
dilemma. I find that it cannot.

Recall the gist of my dilemma. Internalist coherentism states
that one’s overall belief-system is one’s only source of justifying
reasons, and that one must have access to one’s justifying reasons.
The dilemma’s first horn is: If the required access is cognitive in
BonjJour’s sense (i.e., essentially a belief-like judgement) and
requires justification, then we get a vicious endless regress of
required justified beliefs. The second horn of my dilemma is: If the
required access is cognitive but does not itself require justification
(or even if it is noncognitive), then BonJour’s coherentism loses its
main motivation as an alternative to foundationalism. BonJour’s
key anti-foundationalist stricture (SEK, p. 69) is that a belief-like
judgement must itself be justified to play an essential role in epi-
stemic justification. BonJour also holds that the access in question
is indeed cognitive (pp. 32, 43, 80, 123).

BonJour believes he can slip through the horns of my dilemma
with help from his Doxastic Presumption: the presumption that
one’s representation of one’s belief-system is at least approxi-
mately correct. On BonJour’s view the Doxastic Presumption is
unjustified and unjustifiable (pp. 106, 147). Can the Doxastic
Presumption take us through the dilemma’s horns? Surely it
cannot. The second horn of my dilemma stems directly from the Doxastic Pre-
sumption. The penultimate paragraph of ‘Internalism and Coher-
entism’ (ANALysIS above, p. 163) anticipates an appeal to the
Doxastic Presumption (see the pages cited), and it specifies why
such an appeal is ad hoc and troublesome. In fact, that very para-
graph erects the second horn of my dilemma. So the Doxastic Pre-
sumption impales the coherentist on the dilemma’s second horn.

I have suggested that BonJour’s use of the Doxastic Presump-
tion fails to preserve the essential connection between justified
belief and adequate likelihood of truth. BonJour’s reply (ANALYsIS
above, p. 165): ‘this result follows only if adequacy requires that
likelihood of truth be established in a way which requires no back-
ground assumptions of any sort ... [but] any imaginable epistemo-
logical view is inadequate when judged by such a standard’. 1
doubt both parts of this reply. We plausibly can acknowledge an
epistemic role for background assumptions so long as they are justified
but do not depend for their justification on other beliefs. Also 1 happen to
have formulated a theory of evidential probability (I trust it is at
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least imaginable) that does without unjustified background
assumptions such as BonJour’s. (See my Knowledge and Evidence,
forthcoming 1989 from Cambridge University Press.)

BonJour’s reply misses the point in any case. He cannot con-
sistently embrace unjustified background assumptions in his
coherentism while using his aforementioned anti-foundationalist
stricture (SEK p. 69) to reject certain versions of foundationalism.
If the foundationalist cannot plausibly attribute an essential
epistemic role to unjustified beliefs, the coherentist cannot either.
Zoology recapitulates epistemology: what’s bad for the goose is
bad for the gander also.

If sound, BonJour’s anti-foundationalist argument leads not to
coherentism, but to scepticism. This is an additional lesson of my
dilemma. But BonJour’s argument rests on a false premiss: the
premiss that psychological contents ‘can do justificatory work’
only if they are propositional or judgemental. This is another
unjustified assumption of BonJour’s coherentism. Such an assump-
tion gives us no genuine hope of escaping Aristotle’s regress
problem. So we face another dilemma: scepticism or foundational-
ism. For reasons presented elsewhere, I recommend foundational-
ism.

Loyola University of Chicago, © PauL K. Moser 1988
Chicago, IL 60626, U.S.A.

THE INS AND OUTS OF ‘METAKNOWLEDGE’
By JonN BENDER

F Keith Lehrer is a trustworthy source of information about

things epistemological, the debate between ‘internalist and
‘externalist’ theories of knowledge is the result of a false
dichotomy, and the correct analysis of knowledge involves both
external and internal factors.

Such theoretical arbitration should be valued whenever we can
get it, and I have no grievance in principle against a mixed view.
Nor is my present concern with the detailed workings of Lehrer’s
proposal in terms of coherence, a proposal that is, in a sense, a
mixed view. My worry, in fact, is that the theory itself does not
support the rather new gloss of it that Lehrer offers, and in terms
of which he proposes the dichotomy’s resolution (in ‘Meta-
knowledge: Undefeated Justification’, Synthese 74, 1988, pp.
329-47). According to this gloss, knowledge is a meta-mental state
requiring correct (i.e. true) evaluations of lower-order information
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