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Foundationally Justified Perceptual Beliefs and the Problem of the Speckled Hen According to a widely-held theory that I will call modest foundationalism, at least some beliefs about the external world enjoy foundational justification, i.e. justification that does not derive from other beliefs. The modesty of modest foundationalism consists in its relaxing classical foundationalism’s stricter requirement that all empirically justified beliefs must be based ultimately on beliefs about the character of one’s own present experiences. Modest foundationalists hold that conscious experiences can serve as justifying reasons for beliefs that are directly about the external world; there is no need for the subject to infer the existence of external objects and properties from beliefs about conscious experiences. Modest foundationalism, in my estimation, has a lot going for it. First and foremost, the view accords with our common sense intuitions that at least some perceptual beliefs are justified but not based on any inference. In particular, the view accords with the common sense suggestion that beliefs that attribute simple perceptual features to things in one’s environment—for example, beliefs that something present is red or round, loud, high-pitched, cold, soft, sweet, etc.—are justified but not inferred from other beliefs.1 Having an experience of these features
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James Pryor summarizes this line of thought well in the following passage: For a large class of propositions, like the proposition that there are hands, it’s intuitively very natural to think that having an experience as of that proposition
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seems to be a sufficient reason for a justified belief that they are instantiated. The modest foundationalist follows a philosophically conservative method that takes at face value our intuitions about examples of perceptual beliefs that seem justified but not based on inference. Moreover, the modest foundationalist’s philosophical conservativism has a theoretical payoff. As several modest foundationalists have argued, taking these intuitions about the immediacy of perceptual justification at face value makes possible a response to well-known skeptical arguments that are problematic for classical foundationalism.2 These virtues make modest foundationalism a view worth developing and even rooting for. In this paper I develop and respond to a challenge to modest foundationalism that targets a central way of formulating the view, via some variant of the following epistemic principle:



Modest Foundationalist Principle (MFP): If S has an experience as if p then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for believing that p.3



justifies one in believing that proposition to be true. What’s more, one’s justification here doesn’t seem to depend on any complicated justifying argument. An experience as of there being hands seems to justify one in believing there are hands in a perfectly straightforward and immediate way.…I say, let’s take these intuitive appearances at face value. Let’s say that our perceptual beliefs in these propositions are indeed justified in a way that does not require any further beliefs or reflection or introspective awareness. James Pryor, “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist,” Nous 34, no. 4 (2000): 236 2 Cf. Michael Huemer, “Direct Realism and the Brain-in-a-Vat Argument,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 61, no. 2 (2000): 397-413; Pryor, “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist.”. The general strategy is related to Chisholm’s defense of “Particularism” Roderick M Chisholm, The Problem of the Criterion (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 1973). Earlier expressions of it can be found in the works of G.E. Moore and Thomas Reid. 3 Below are a few examples of principles that are in the spirit of MFP. (There are some variations in formulation, some of which will be important in what follows.) The fact that a material thing is perceptually presented to the mind is prima facie evidence of the thing’s existence and of its really having that sort of surface which it ostensibly has; or, again, that there is some presumption in favour of this, not merely in the sense that we do as a matter of fact presume it (which of course we do) but in
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MFP, I will argue, must be revised in light of a challenge that modest foundationalism inherits from classical foundationalism: the problem of the speckled hen. In its original context, the problem of the speckled hen was a counterexample to classical foundationalists who held that introspective beliefs about the conscious qualities of one’s present sensory experiences enjoy infallible justification. The counterexample goes like this: Suppose that you glance at an 11-speckled hen4 in good lighting and that all the speckles are in view. The visual experience that you would have would be quite rich and detailed. It is plausible to suppose that such an experience would be determinate enough that all 11 speckles would contribute to the way the experience feels from your perspective, so that adding or subtracting a speckle to the hen would make a difference to what it is like to have the experience. However, pace classical foundationalists, such an experience seems not to provide



the sense that we are entitled to do so. H. H Price, Perception (London: Methuen and Company, Ltd., 1932), 185 If S has a spontaneous perceptual experience in which S has the impression that x is F (an x-is-F-ish impression), and on this basis attentively believes that x is F, then this belief is prima facie justified. Robert Audi, Belief, Justification, and Knowledge : an Introduction to Epistemology (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Pub. Co., 1988), 9 Having a percept at time t with the content P is a defeasible reason for the cognizer to believe P at t John L Pollock and Joseph Cruz, Contemporary Theories of Knowledge, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1999) 201 [W]henever you have an experience as of p’s being the case, you thereby have immediate (prima facie) justification for believing p. Pryor, “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist,” 532 If it seems to S as if P, then S thereby has at least prima facie justification for believing that P. Huemer, Skepticism and the Veil of Perception, 99 [W]hatever appears to one as so-and-so is thereby likely, in the absence of sufficient indications to the contrary, to be so-and-so. William P Alston, “Back to the Theory of Appearing,” Philosophical Perspectives 13 (1999): 181-203 4 The original speckled hen example had 48 speckles. I have lowered the number for reasons explained below.
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any foundational justification (much less infallible foundational justification) for the belief that you are having an experience as of an 11-speckled hen. (One could count, of course, and quickly come to have a justified belief. But presumably counting involves an inferential process, and the resulting belief would have non-foundational justification.) There has been a recent revival of interest in the problem of the speckled hen for classical foundationalism and more generally against internalist accounts of introspective justification. Ernest Sosa has pressed the problem in an impressive way against neo-classical foundationalists, and there have been responses on behalf of classical foundationalists in the literature.5 Much of this debate is relevant to the present paper and will be explored in what follows. My main purpose, though, is to consider the consequences that an updated version of the problem has for modest foundationalism.6 I begin in the next section by explaining in detail how to generate



Cf. Ernest Sosa and Laurence Bonjour, Epistemic Justification: Internalism Vs. Externalism, Foundations Vs. Virtues (Blackwell Publishers, 2003); Ernest Sosa, “Privileged Access,” in Consciousness: New Philosophical Essays, ed. Quentin Smith and Aleksander Jokvic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Richard Fumerton, “Speckled Hens and Objects of Acquaintance,” Philosophical Perspectives 19 (2005): 121-138; Ted Poston, “Acquaintance and the Problem of the Speckled Hen,” Philosophical Studies 132, no. 2 (2007): 331-346; Richard Feldman, “Foundational Justification,” in Ernest Sosa and His Critics, ed. John Greco (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2004), xxiv, 331; Conee and Feldman, “Internalism Defended.”. 6 To the best of my knowledge, the claim that the speckled hen and similar examples might pose a challenge to modest foundationalism has been suggested only in passing in the literature. Cf. Richard Feldman, Epistemology, Prentice-Hall foundations of philosophy series (Upper Saddle River, N.J: Prentice Hall, 2003), 77-78. Perhaps theorists have not discussed the speckled hen at length as a direct challenge to MFP because they have thought that modest foundationalists will necessarily inherit the original problem when they turn their attention to constructing a sister principle to MFP that governs introspective justification. (E.g. something like this: “If S has an experience as if p then S is justified in believing that he or she has an experience as if p.”) It may be, though, that to the extent that the modest foundationalist faces a problem of the speckled hen targeted at introspective justification it is only because of a more central problem targeting MFP. Consider a popular model of introspection according to which, in Gareth Evan’s memorable phrase, one’s “eyes are always on the world” when one introspects. According to such theories, introspection is a two-step process. One first considers which judgments about the world are perceptually 5
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speckled-hen-style counterexamples to MFP. I then propose a solution on behalf of modest foundationalists that I claim best explains the intuitions that the speckled hen and related examples elicit. The solution makes empirical foundational justification dependent on the possession of recognitional abilities. In the sections that follow I argue against alternative solutions to the problem that do not appeal to recognitional abilities. In the last section I consider a worry that I suspect some modest foundationalists will have about my proposed revision to MFP, namely that the resulting version of modest foundationalism is a problematic example of epistemic externalism.



MFP and the Problem of the Speckled Hen I will use “the problem of the speckled hen” to name a range of putative counterexamples to Modest Foundationalism. As we will see, the central problem that the original speckled hen example reveals is not exclusive to experiences involving speckles, numbers of things, or even vision. It is a problem that arises from the fact that experientially presented qualities of all kinds are highly determinate. As I will be thinking of them, experientially presented qualities (“experiential qualities”, for short) are properties that, taken together, constitute the overall phenomenal character of some state. They are properties that are sometimes described as being in experience, affecting the way the experience feels from the inside. Put another way, they are properties that one would have to mention if one



justified on the basis of experience. To form an introspective judgment one then adds the operator “I am having an experience as if…” to the beginning of these judgments. On this model of introspection, the introspective judgment arguably inherits its justification from the perceptual justification. The problem of the speckled hen will only be a challenge to the resulting theory of introspective justification if it is a challenge to MFP.
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were to describe completely accurately how an experience feels from the subject’s point of view. For example, it is fairly uncontroversial that particular colors and shapes are visual experiential qualities in this sense.7 That experiential qualities are highly determinate is a familiar idea in recent work in the philosophy of mind (where it is sometimes described as “the fineness of grain” or the “richness” of experience) and has been central in the debate over whether experience has nonconceptual content.8 I will take for granted that experiential qualities are often highly determinate. For instance, when one is aware of the redness of some patch of color one is not just aware of the determinable property, redness, but rather of some highly determinate shade of red. The specific shade of red makes a difference to the phenomenal character of the experience, and it is at least in part because experiential qualities are so highly determinate that one is able to discriminate very finely between red things of different shades. The highly determinate nature of experiential qualities is, in my view, a theory-neutral explanandum that any adequate metaphysical theory of perception should explain. I here make a few clarifying points about the determinacy of experiential qualities that will be relevant to our discussion.



For compelling arguments contending that visual experiential qualities extend beyond colors and shapes to include natural kinds and semantic properties, see Susanna Siegel, “Which Properties Are Represented in Perception?,” in Perceptual Experience, ed. Tamar Gendler-Szabo and Jonathan Hawthorne (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 8 Some philosophers have argued that in order to explain the fineness of grain of experience one must postulate a grasp of content that does not depend essentially on a deployment of concepts Christopher Peacocke, “Does Perception Have a Nonconceptual Content?,” Journal of Philosophy 98, no. 5 (2001): 239-264; Christopher Peacocke, “Phenomenology and Nonconceptual Content,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 62, no. 3 (2001): 609615; Richard Heck, “Nonconceptual Content and the 'Space of Reasons',” Philosophical Review 109, no. 4 (2000): 483-523. Others argue that the determinacy of experience can be explained conceptually John McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994). As we will see, this issue is not directly relevant to the problem of the speckled hen, which can be raised against theorists on either side of this debate as long as they accept that experience is highly determinate. 7
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First, the fine-grained determinacy of experiential qualities occurs in every sense modality. Suppose, for example, that you hear someone play a middle C on the piano. The sound as it is presented to you in experience has a certain pitch, corresponding to a frequency of about 262 hertz. The pitch is presented in experience in a highly determinate way, and a pitch with a slightly different frequency would sound different. Similar points apply to experiential qualities in other sense modalities. Second, examples such as hearing a single tone with a particular pitch and seeing a uniform patch of color suggests a distinction between highly determinate experiential qualities that are complex and those that are not.9 Although experiences such as seeing the exact number of sides of a dodecagon, seeing the number of speckles of a many-speckled hen, or hearing the variety of timbres at once being sounded in a symphony each involve experiential qualities that are highly determinate and complex, the experiential qualities involved in seeing a single color or hearing an individual pitch are highly determinate but not complex. Third, the fine-grained determinacy of experiential qualities should not be taken to imply that experiential qualities are fully determinate, only that they are highly determinate. We need not suppose that experience always presents, e.g., a definite number of speckles when there is a definite number on the side of a hen that is in plain view.10 As we will see, what is crucial to generating the problem is that



In Chisholm’s earliest article on the subject Roderick M Chisholm, “The Problem of the Speckled Hen,” Mind 51 (1942): 368-373, he recognizes that the problem raised by the speckled hen example generalizes to color, and he attempts to answer the challenge that identity judgments about phenomenal colors are not infallible. 10 It is well known that visual acuity trails off dramatically from the center of the visual field (the fovea) to the edges. Near the edges of the visually field, subjects are unable to distinguish colors, and one is unable to distinguish all but very large differences in shape. 9
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there are some properties presented in experience at a level of determinacy that outstrips the subject’s recognitional capacities. Exactly how determinate experiential qualities are is an empirical matter.11 Before we see how the determinacy of experience gives rise to a prima facie problem for MFP, it will also be helpful to make a few clarifying remarks about MFP. Recall that MFP is as follows:



Modest Foundationalist Principle (MFP): If S has an experience as if p then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for believing that p.



First, notice that the principle as I present it is weaker than commonly held principles that appeal to the notion of prima facie justification. According to the stronger principle, if you believe properly on the basis of appearances then you are justified so long as you lack defeating evidence, and the justification that you have is



Even very near the fovea, visual acuity drops off dramatically. At a single glance of this page, for instance, one is only able to read a few words that are directly in the center of the fovea. The drop off of visual acuity seems not just to be a matter of what beliefs one is able to form reliably; it seems built into the phenomenal character of experience. These cautionary points suggest that the original example of the speckled hen does not succeed. In an experience as of a 48 speckled hen, it is unlikely that all 48-speckles can be foveated, and there will thus be a loss of detail that may result in not all 48 speckles making a difference to the phenomenal character of experience. Perhaps Sosa’s preferred example of a 12-sided figure is more plausible in this respect, although it may be that it too is problematic. Nevertheless, given that normal perceivers are not very good at recognizing at a glance even so few as 7 or 8 speckles, it does seem as if visual experience is determinate enough to give rise to the problem of the speckled hen. The reader is invited to substitute whichever of these examples seems most plausibly to involve an experiential quality. 11 A fuller defense of the fineness of grain of experience should take into account experimental objections that charge that the apparent fineness of grain of visual experience is a systematic “grand” illusion. Some have taken empirical results on “change blindness” and “attention blindness” to show that experience is not as detailed as is often thought. I am inclined to agree with Fred Dretske’s arguments that the experiments fail to show that experience is not rich Fred Dretske, “Change Blindness,” Philosophical Studies 120 (2004): 118. Even if one accepts the interpretation of those who think that such experiments show that experience is not as rich as we might think, however, it may still be possible to raise a version of the problem of the speckled hen, for there may still be experiential qualities that are at a level of determinacy (as evidenced by our ability to discriminate differences between them) that outstrip our abilities to recognize.
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of a sufficiently high grade for knowledge (assuming that the belief is true and that you are not in a Gettier situation). The principle to which I appeal to is consistent with this idea, but it is also weak enough to allow that the support of further beliefs might be required in order for a subject to have a high enough degree of justification to meet a justification requirement for knowledge.12 Second, here and throughout the paper I present the principle in terms of propositional rather than doxastic justification. The familiar distinction between propositional and doxastic justification is roughly the difference between having a good reason for believing something and believing for that reason. A standard way of converting an account of propositional justification into an account of doxastic justification is to say that one is doxastically justified in holding a belief when one has propositional justification for it and one bases the belief properly on the reasons one has. Third, although the principle provides only a sufficient condition for foundational justification, it is intended as a complete account of foundational empirical justification. The principle can thus be read as providing a necessary as well as a sufficient condition for foundational justification that applies to experientially-based beliefs about the external world.



One consequence of this way of framing the principle is that MFP may appeal to some coherentists. Although many coherentists accept that only the contents of a subject’s belief states count in determining whether a proposition is justified for a subject, it is possible to develop a version of coherentism that allows the contents of appearance states to count. Such a coherentist might accept with MFP that appearances provide partial foundational support for beliefs but might go on to insist that the foundational justification they enjoy is never sufficient for knowledge. In order to have justification necessary for knowledge, this coherentist might insist, the belief must also be embedded in a coherent framework of beliefs of a certain sort Jonathan Kvanvig and Wayne Riggs, “Can a Coherence Theory Appeal to Appearance States?,” Philosophical Studies 67 (1992): 197-217. To the extent that a coherentist finds MFP attractive, she too will face the problem of the speckled hen that I press below. 12
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A fourth needed clarification of MFP is more difficult. How should we understand “S has an experience as if p”, the phrase in MFP that denotes the relevant experience? Philosophers who have defended some version of MFP have held diverse views about the metaphysics of experience. Among the points of dispute are whether or not experience is a state that is intentional (in the sense that its content has correctness conditions); whether experience is a state with some nonconceptual content or is conceptual through and through; and whether or not experience involves a direct awareness of public properties and objects.13 Given the diversity of views about the metaphysics of experience, we should make an attempt to give MFP as wide an appeal as possible by interpreting it as neutrally as possible with respect to metaphysical issues concerning experiences. One might think that our locution “S has an experience as if p” is perfectly suited to ensure metaphysical neutrality, since it can be interpreted as meaning, “S has an experience—whatever its metaphysical nature might turn out to be—of the sort had by normal perceivers when p is the case”. Given this reading of MFP, theorists can agree that MFP is true while differing over what it is to have an experience as if p. However, interpreting MFP in this way opens the principle up to some apparent counterexamples that force us to place some constraints on how we think of the nature of experience. Suppose that someone sees a table that happens to be 84



In fact, there is disagreement among the philosophers cited above as to what the proper analysis is of this state. Huemer and Pryor hold intentionalist accounts of the state, in contrast to Alston. McDowell holds that the state is conceptual through and through, in contrast to Alston and Huemer. Broad differs from the other theorists in committing himself to a sense-data account that implies that perception is an indirect awareness of public objects. Audi defends his principle without committing himself to any particular metaphysics of experience. 13
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years old. 14 The interpretation just described of “has an experience as if p” is flexible enough to allow us to correctly say that such a person has an experience as if an 84year-old table is in the room. MFP thus implies that the experience provides the subject with foundational justification for believing the proposition that there is an 84-year-old table in the room. That doesn’t seem right, though, for at least two reasons. First, our subject might lack the concepts ingredient in p. But if, for example, the subject doesn’t have a concept of an 84-year-old table, then it is difficult to see how an experience can serve as foundational evidence for her that there is an 84-year-old table present. Second, even if the subject has the concept of an 84-year-old table there is a compelling reason to think that the experience does not provide foundational justification for a belief about an 84-year old table. The reason is this: although there may be distinctive markings or other features presented in experience that are reliable indicators that a table is 84-years old, it is not plausible to think that the property ‘being 84-years-old’ is visually presented in the experience. That is, ‘being 84-years-old’ is not an experiential quality. But if not, then it is difficult to see how the experience alone could provide a justifying reason for thinking that the property of being 84-years-old is instantiated without the aid of background beliefs asserting that the experiential qualities of which one is aware are reliable indications of an 84-year-old table. We can avoid the problem of the 84-year-old table by making two clarifications to MFP, limiting the scope of foundational justification to beliefs about experiential qualities of which one has a concept:



14



This example is taken from Feldman, Epistemology
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MFP´: If S has an experience as if something is F, where F is an experiential quality of which S has a concept, then S has foundational justification for believing that something is F.



This principle, like the one that I defend below, makes it a matter of epistemic importance what sort of properties can serve as experiential qualities. Foundational justification based on experience extends only as far as the properties that are presented in experience. This claim has some consequences for the metaphysical view of experience that the modest foundationalist adopts. Consider a view of experience according to which all experientially presented qualities are mere “raw feels” and not presentations of public qualities. If experiential qualities never include public qualities then it is difficult to see how awareness of them could lend foundational justification for beliefs about public properties and objects.15 Defending MFP´ requires adopting a metaphysical theory of experience according to which at least some public qualities are experientially presented.16 We have so far arrived at an understanding of MFP according to which a subject’s having a property presented experientially and grasping a concept of that property together suffice to provide foundational justification for believing that the



I defend this consequence in my Michael Pace, “Perceptual Knowledge and the Metaphysics of Experience,” The Philosophical Quarterly 58, no. 233 (2008): 642-664. See also William P Alston, “Chisholm on the Epistemology of Sense Perception,” in The Philosophy of Roderick M. Chisholm, ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn, The library of living philosophers (Chicago: Open Court, 1997), 107-125. 16 The most popular contemporary theories of perceptual experience meet this condition. Many if not most theorists hold that perceptual experience is an intentional state the phenomenology of which is explained at least in part by the public properties and objects it represents. (Some such theorists claim that the intentional content must be supplemented with qualia, non-intentional intrinsic qualities, in order to fully account for experimental phenomenology; others claim that the phenomenology is exhausted by intentional content.) A substantial minority of theorists hold some variety of Naïve Realism according to which perceptual experience involves an ontologically basic relation of awareness to public objects and qualities. MFP´ is consistent with each of these theories. 15
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property is instantiated in one’s environment. In its most general form, the problem of the speckled hen suggests that making this revision to MFP is not enough to rescue it from counterexamples. Suppose, for example, that one sees an 11-speckled hen. Or suppose (using one of Ernest Sosa’s preferred examples) that one sees a 12sided white figure against a black surround. Or, to take a non-visual example, suppose that one hears a middle-C played on the piano. It is plausible to suppose that the relevant experiential quality in each case is highly determinate. For example, all 11 speckles or all 12 sides make a difference to the phenomenal character. An experience as of one greater or fewer speckles/sides would be an experience with a different phenomenal character. The experience of hearing middle-C, likewise, involves a pitch property experientially presented in a rather fine-grained way, so that hearing a note that was tuned slightly differently would result in an experience with a different phenomenal character. If I were to have each of these experiences, I could correctly be described as having an experience as if something is 11-speckled, 12-sided, or pitched at middle-C, respectively. These ways of describing the experiential qualities are required if the descriptions are to be phenomenally adequate, capturing the relevant experiential qualities as determinately as they are presented experientially. Moreover, I have concepts of each of these properties. MFP´ thus implies that the relevant experiences suffice to give me foundational justification for believing that there is something that is 11-speckled, that there is something 12-sided, or that there is a sound pitched at middle-C, respectively. Not so. My experience as of an 11-speckled hen gives me no good reason to believe that there is something before me that has exactly 11speckles rather than something 12-speckled or 13-speckled. Exactly similar points apply to the other examples. If I were forced to form a judgment based only on my 13



experience about the exact number of speckles, sides, or pitch in the examples, the judgment would at best be an unjustified guess.17 In the previous paragraph I used myself as a counterexample to MFP´. Readers are invited to make the argument their own, substituting different examples if you take yourself to have more foundational justification given the relevant experiences than I do. In fact, whatever modification we make to MFP should be consistent with the idea that there can be interpersonal variations in justificatory status (and intra-personal variations across time) among subjects who share the relevant experiential qualities and concepts. For even though I would not be foundationally justified in forming the beliefs mentioned above, it seems possible that others might have foundational justification for believing that something is 11sided, 12-speckled or pitched at middle-C given the same experiences. Indeed, in some cases this is more than a mere possibility. For example, many people with absolute (or “perfect”) pitch are able to recognize middle-C on the basis of experience alone. The same experience that I have of middle-C does provide them foundational justification for the belief that there is a sound that is pitched at middle-C.18 I will



One might attempt to respond at this point by insisting that I do in fact have justification—propositional justification—for believing these things. A theorist might claim that the problem is that a belief in these propositions cannot be doxastically justified because I cannot properly base a belief on the good evidence that I have. Such a theorist might suggest that the problem will be taken care of by an adequate account of the basing requirement that turns propositional justification into doxastic justification. I do not find this response plausible. Having propositional justification for a belief is supposed to correspond to the idea of having good evidence for the belief. But “good evidence” that I am psychologically incapable of using is not genuine evidence for me at all. 18 Superior perceivers of 48-speckled hens may also be more than a mere metaphysical possibility. Oliver Sacks describes autistic twins who upon looking at a pile of matchsticks dropped on the floor were able quickly to recognize that there were 111. (They seem to have recognized them as three sets of 37 and quickly inferred the sum.) Oliver W Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat (London: Duckworth, 1985) Sacks has also written about Stephen Wiltshire, an autistic savant who is able to perform such amazing feats as drawing a remarkably accurate aerial view of Rome after seeing it from a 15-minute helicopter ride. 17
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refer to such subjects as “superior perceivers”. Accounting for the possibility of perceivers who have the same experiences as I have but are justified in holding beliefs that I am not is a problem that I will refer to as the “problem of superior perceivers”. Another way to generate a speckled-hen-type example is to consider possible perceivers with perceptual abilities inferior to your own. Experiences as of five-sided figures plausibly provide me with foundational justification for believing that there is a five-sided figure before me. And, even though my musical abilities are not nearly so impressive are those with perfect pitch, I am able to recognize musical intervals without any apparent inference. As the result of musical training, hearing an interval of a perfect fifth played on the piano arguably provides me with foundational justification for believing that a perfect fifth is being played. (Again, readers are invited to substitute different examples if they are worse than I am at forming these beliefs.) It is possible, though, that there are perceivers who have experiences with the same relevant experiential qualities as mine and who have the concepts of a five-sided figure and a perfect-fifth, but who lack foundational justification for these beliefs that I am foundationally justified in forming. Indeed, in some cases you can clearly conceive of an inferior perceiver simply by remembering yourself at a time before you acquired the relevant perceptual ability. These perceivers inferior to your present self thus serve as a counterexample to MFP. The problem of framing MFP so that it explains the justification you have without



Stephen can accurately depict, for example, the number of windows on a house after a very brief visual experience of it. Cf. Oliver W Sacks, An Anthropologist on Mars : Seven Paradoxical Tales (New York: Knopf, 1995). It is not clear, however, that he is able to apply report the number of windows that he is able to draw. There may also, of course, be less extreme differences among individuals without autism (or the same person at different ages) with respect to such abilities.
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implying that inferior perceivers have the same justification is what I will refer to as “the problem of inferior perceivers”. Some readers might object at this point that the inferior perceivers in each of the examples just given (whether the inferior perceiver is you or someone else) are not counterexamples to MFP because there is a belief about the exact number of speckles, the exact pitch, or the number of sides that is justified on the basis of experience alone even for them. Indeed, it is not difficult to describe a process whereby you could form justified beliefs of the relevant sort in the cases in which you are the inferior perceiver. Here’s how. First, attend to the speckles on the hen, the sides of the shape, or the pitch of the tone, depending on the case. Now, depending on the case, think one of the following sentences in foro interno: “That group of speckles is thusly numbered”, “That shape has that many sides”, or “That tone is thusly pitched”.19 You will thereby have formed a belief, employing a demonstrative concept of the experiential quality, about the number of speckles on the hen, the number of sides of the shape, and the pitch of the tone as determinately as these properties are presented in experience. These points suggest that the following revision of MFP is true:



(Demonstrative-Concept-MFP) If S has an experience as of something’s being F, where F is an experiential quality of which S has a demonstrative concept, then S has defeasible foundational justification for a belief that something is F, where F is thought of by the deployment of a demonstrative concept.



A word of caution: Be sure to intend the word “thusly” to pick out the relevant property as it is presented in your experience, otherwise your demonstrative thought will likely pick out the property at the fineness of grain of the property in the world, which might be more finegrained than it is presented in experience.



19
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I grant that such demonstrative beliefs are justified for inferior perceivers as well as superior ones, and I grant that Demonstrative-Concept-MFP is true. However, a problem remains. The superior perceivers in each example have foundational justification for beliefs that go well beyond the thin, ‘that is thus’ sort of beliefs that even inferior perceivers can form. Superior perceivers seem to be justified in forming beliefs that apply non-demonstrative concepts to experientially presented qualities; inferior perceivers are not justified in forming beliefs with these same contents, despite the fact that inferior perceivers also grasp the concepts that the superior perceivers employ. We need an epistemic principle with broader application than Demonstrative-Concept-MFP that might explain these facts. The challenge for modest foundationalism is to frame this broader principle in such a way that it captures the fact that experiences are sufficient to provide foundational justification for superior perceivers without implying that inferior perceivers have such justification. Or so I say. But why should we think that the superior perceivers in the examples have foundational justification for beliefs that do not employ demonstrative concepts? The problem of inferior perceivers provides perhaps the strongest rationale. In the cases described above in which I am the superior perceiver, it is intuitively clear that my forming the belief does not involve inference and yet is justified. Forming the belief seems to involve a simple and non-inferential recognition that a property that is presented in experience falls under a concept that is in my conceptual repertoire. Treating my justification as foundational is thus consonant with the philosophical conservatism (described at the outset of the paper) that drives modest foundationalism: we should take at face value intuitions that beliefs are justified but not based on inference. Once one recognizes that one has 17



foundational justification in the cases that generate the problem of inferior perceivers, though, it is difficult to deny the intuitions solicited by the problem of superior perceivers. The only relevant difference between the cases that generate the two problems is that I am the superior perceiver in one set of cases but the inferior perceiver in the other. To deny the possibility that there should be perceivers superior to me who have foundational justification that I lack for beliefs about properties that are presented in our experiences (perceivers who thus stand with respect to me as I do to inferior perceivers in the cases that generate the problem of inferior perceivers) requires an immodest failure of imagination. We are now in a position to formulate a general recipe for cooking up further counterexamples to MFP´ in addition to the ones presented above. Speckled-hen type counterexamples describe pairs of possible perceivers about whom all of the following propositions are true:



Same Experiences: The superior and inferior perceivers have experiences with the same experiential quality, F, at the same fineness of grain. Same Concept: The superior and inferior perceivers share a concept of F, e.g., by having an a priori understanding of it or by understanding a word for the property. Different Foundational Justification: The superior and inferior perceivers differ with respect to the foundational justification that they have for forming beliefs that apply the concept of F that they share. The superior perceiver has foundational justification for believing that F is instantiated that the inferior perceiver lacks.



Huemer’s Phenomenal Conservatism In the previous section I suggested that there is a prima facie problem for a natural interpretation of MFP, a problem that is a clear descendant of the problem of the speckled hen and derives from the possibility of pairs of subjects who are
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accurately described by “Same Experiences”, “Same Concepts” and “Different Foundational Justification” assumptions. I now turn to considering some potential ways out of the problem. One strategy for dealing with it might be to argue that, despite appearances, there are no possible pairs of subjects who meet all three of the assumptions. In subsequent sections below, I consider the plausibility of rejecting the “Same Experiences”, “Same Concepts” or “Different Foundational Justification” claims about the speckled-hen-style scenarios. The solution that I favor accepts that there are possible examples that meet these criteria and explains the difference between superior and inferior perceivers by appeal to differences in recognitional abilities. Before explaining my own solution, though, it will be helpful to consider one other way of interpreting MFP that might seem to sidestep the problem of the speckled hen altogether. My own solution will emerge as a necessary revision of this view. The interpretation of MFP that I have in mind is one that has been defended in the recent literature by Michael Huemer. According to Huemer’s theory, MFP is true because it can be interpreted as an instance of the following more general epistemic principle:



Phenomenal Conservatism (PC): If it seems to S as if P, then S thereby has at least prima facie justification for believing that P.20 “It seems to S as if P,” according to Huemer, describes an episode in which a proposition is “felt” to be the case. Let us refer to events of this sort as “propositional seemings”. The class of propositional seemings is broader than the class of propositions that seem to be the case as the result of perceptual experience, and Huemer’s PC is consequently intended to explain more than just perceptual



Michael Huemer, Skepticism and the Veil of Perception (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001), 99. 20



19



justification. Propositional seemings can be perceptual, mnemonic, a priori, or introspective. Huemer’s calling his principle “phenomenal conservatism” should thus not be taken to imply that propositional seemings involve perceptual phenomenology. It can seem to me on reflection as if 2+2=4, for example, in the absence of perceptual experience. Moreover, even empirical propositions like ‘there is a table before me’ can seem to be the case in the absence of perceptual phenomenology, as when one closes one’s eyes and backs away from a table but consciously remembers that it is there. As Huemer argues, propositional seemings are distinct from beliefs or even inclinations to believe.21 A proposition can still feel true to you even while you do not believe it and are no longer inclined to believe it. For example, one might no longer be tempted to believe that the Mueller-Lyer lines are different in length even though they still seem to be, or it might continue to seem true to one that every concept has an extension even after one is well aware of the resulting paradox. Propositional seemings can psychologically persist even after belief has been abandoned. But although they are distinct from beliefs, propositional seemings can serve as grounds of belief. Turning a propositional seeming into a genuine belief is as easy as endorsing what seems to one to be the case, taking it for granted in practical and theoretical reasoning. We can further distinguish between propositional seemings that occur as the result of inference from other beliefs and those that do not. In order for PC to tell us specifically about foundational justification, as our original version of MFP was



Cf. George Bealer, “"A Priori" Knowledge and the Scope of Philosophy,” Philosophical Studies 81 (1996): 121-142
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intended to do, we need to revise PC slightly by including the proviso that the propositional seeming not be based on an inference from other beliefs, as follows:22



Foundational-PC: If it seems to S that P and its seeming so is not based on an inference from other beliefs, then S thereby has prima facie foundational justification for believing that P. I said earlier that Huemer’s PC might seem to sidestep the problem of the speckled hen. The reason it might seem so is that the problem of the speckled hen targets an interpretation of MFP that takes experiential qualities to be important for determining which propositions enjoy foundational justification. But PC has the consequence of downplaying the importance of experiential qualities to epistemic justification. According to Foundational-PC, one has justification for believing a proposition in virtue of the proposition’s seeming to be the case, not in virtue of the proposition’s relation to qualities presented in experience. As we noted above, propositions about one’s present environment can seem true independently of experientially presented qualities. This will turn out to be an important point, so it may help to dwell on it. Some propositional seemings, namely ones that employ demonstrative concepts of properties or objects presented in experience, cannot occur without appropriate experience. I must have an appropriate visual experience, for example, in order for it to seem to me as if that table is brown, or as if that color is an instance of brown. But there are also propositional seemings that can occur in the absence of perceptual experience, as in our example of its seeming to me as if there is a brown table before me based solely on my memory. There are also propositions



Huemer, Skepticism and the Veil of Perception argues that PC governs only foundational justification; Michael Huemer, “Compassionate Phenomenal Conservatism,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 74, no. 1 (2007): 30-55 claims that the principle governs mediate justification as well.
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that are to some extent anchored by a perceptual experience but which attribute properties that are not presented in experience. Suppose, for example, that you tell me that a particular table is 84 years old. Looking at the table, it might then seem to me that that table is 84 years old. Foundational-PC counts a proposition as prima facie justified so long as it seems true, even if the proposition attributes properties or objects to one’s environment that are not presented in experience. This consequence of Huemer’s phenomenal conservatism makes it in one respect far too liberal as an account of foundational empirical justification, and puts it at odds with the intuition—elicited by the problem of the 84-year-old table—that foundational empirical justification cannot extend beyond the qualities that are presented in experience. Suppose, for example, that a cognitive malfunction or an episode of wishful thinking results in its non-inferentially seeming to me that there is an 84-year-old table before me. This proposition might seem true while my eyes are closed and while I am neither experiencing nor remembering a table before me. It might even seem true while I am having experiences inconsistent with an 84-year-old table; for example, I might be looking at a sunset with no table in view. Or to take a slightly different case, we might suppose that while I am genuinely seeing a table the proposition ‘that table is 84 years old’ non-inferentially seems to be the case due to wishful thinking or cognitive malfunction. In this case, I have appropriate experiences to ground the demonstrative reference, but my attributing to the table the property of being 84 years old goes well beyond what is given in experience. Huemer’s phenomenal conservatism implies that the propositional seeming provides prima facie
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justification for a belief that there is an 84-year-old table present.23 But this is dubious given that the propositional seeming is radically divorced from experiential qualities. One might attempt to repair Foundational-PC by restricting the class of propositional seemings that are taken to be sufficient for empirical foundational justification to propositions that are related in some appropriate way to experiential qualities. One natural suggestion along these lines requires that the content of propositional seemings “match” experiential qualities. A variation of the speckled hen example, however, suggests that matching is not enough. Suppose that a cognitive malfunction results in its seeming to me in a non-sensory way that there is an 11-speckled hen before me, and moreover, this seeming would occur no matter what my present perceptual experience was like. It might happen that—by an extraordinary coincidence—I am at the same time having an experience as of an 11speckled hen. Even so, it does not seem that I am justified in forming the belief that there is an 11-speckled hen. The propositional seeming is not connected in the right way to the visual presentation of the 11 speckles. One might further revise PC-Matching in light of the following observation: When I am justified in believing that there is something 4-speckled before me while having a visual experience as if something is 4-speckled, it is not as if the proposition ‘something is 4-speckled’ seems true in the same way that it might seem true based on memory and with my eyes closed. Part of what seems to be the case,



Peter Markie Peter J Markie, “The Mystery of Direct Perceptual Justification,” Philosophical Studies 126, no. 3 (2005): 347-373; Peter J Markie, “Epistemically Appropriate Perceptual Belief,” Noûs 40, no. 1 (2006): 118-142 presents similar counterexamples to Huemer’s view, although he does not diagnose the problem for Huemer in quite the way I do here. 23
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and what supports my belief that something is 4-speckled, is that the number of speckles presented in experience—that number of speckles right there—is 4. It seems to me that that number of speckles (where the number is picked out demonstratively) is 4. Thus, one might adopt the following revision of PC-matching that captures this insight:



PC-Matching: If (i) S has an experience as if something is F (where the property F is an experiential quality); and (ii) S grasps a concept, , that denotes F; and (iii) it non-inferentially seems to S that  = < >; then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for a belief that something is < >.



Ф



Ф



Ф



The use of brackets here indicates the concept used in thinking about a



Ф> is a belief that attributes the property denoted by Ф, where this property is thought about using the concept Ф.



property. For example, a belief that something is 



This modification is not enough to save the principle from speckled-hen style counterexamples: Suppose that a subject has a cognitive defect that causes the proposition that there is something 11-speckled before him to non-inferentially seem true any time he sees a speckled hen with greater than 6 speckles. Suppose further that the subject’s impairment does not affect his visual experiential qualities; like normal perceivers, his visual experience accurately presents hens with 6 distinct speckles as 6-speckled, hens with 7 speckles as 7-speckled, and so forth, at least up to and including 11-speckled hens. Now suppose that the subject sees a hen in good lighting that in fact has 11 distinct speckles. It will seem to our subject (because of his cognitive defect) that there is an 11-speckled hen present, and the subject will have a matching visual experience that includes 11-speckledness as an experiential quality. Indeed, we can stipulate that it seems to the subject that that  number of speckles is 11. However, our subject seems 24



not to be justified in forming a belief about how things are on the basis of how things seem to him. The modification of PC (and MFP) that I recommend is the result of one further strengthening of the required connection between experiences and propositional seemings. We should require that the propositional seeming not only be caused by and match experiential qualities but also that it be produced by an exercise of a recognitional ability. The relevant differences between superior and inferior perceivers in the speckled hen family of examples, according this approach, are differences in the subjects’ abilities to recognize experiential qualities. I am not foundationally justified in believing that there is a sound pitched at Middle C because I do not have a recognitional ability that allows me to recognize absolute pitches based on experiential content, even though middle-C is often a part the phenomenology of my perceptual appearances. A person with perfect pitch is justified in forming this belief because he has such an ability, which results in its seeming to him that middle-C is being played. Again, I am foundationally justified in believing that an interval of a perfect fifth is being played in part because I am able to non-inferentially recognize that property when it occurs experientially by using the concept ‘perfect fifth’. Other possible subjects might have the same experience and might grasp the concept of a perfect fifth but might at the same time lack foundational justification because they do not have the recognitional ability I have. What is a recognitional ability? Having a recognitional ability is at least in part to be reliable in applying a concept of an experientially presented quality when it is instantiated. One must be disposed to apply a concept of an experiential quality correctly in a range of cases in which relevantly similar and different experiential qualities are instantiated. The notion thus must be explicated in part in terms 25



familiar to reliabilists. More work is needed to make good on the idea of a recognitional ability by saying in more detail what the conditions for recognizing an experiential quality are. This work is beyond the scope of this paper. As we will see, though, the most plausible alternative solutions to the problem of the speckled hen appeal in some way to the idea of recognitional abilities. So this work is unavoidable, in any case, if the modest foundationalist project is to succeed. Our solution to the problem of the speckled hen can be captured by the following revision to MFP:



Recognitional-MFP: If (i) S has an experience as if something is F (where the property F is an experiential quality); (ii) S grasps a concept, Ф, that denotes F (or some determinable of F); and (iii) the proposition that =< > seems to S to be the case; and (iv) the propositional seeming just mentioned results from the exercise of a non-inferential ability to recognize the experiential quality F as falling under the concept Ф; then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for a belief that something is .



Ф



The revision is put forward as the best explanation of the differences in justificatory status of the subjects in the speckled hen examples. In what follows I will argue that the explanation is better than the most plausible alternatives that do not involve appealing to recognitional abilities in MFP.



Denying the “Same Experiences” Assumption The first alternative strategy that we will consider is one that attempts to locate an experiential difference between superior and inferior perceivers that might account for their different justificatory status. The strategy thus denies the “same experiences” assumption that we relied on in framing the problem of the speckled hen. One version of this strategy cites experiential differences in attention, drawing on a distinction between experiential qualities that are the subject of careful
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attention and those that are not.24 Although all experiential qualities, as we defined them, are conscious in some sense, some philosophers have argued that in another sense we can at times fail to consciously attend to some experiential qualities.25 For example, you might choose to focus attention on some aspects of your visual experience rather than others even while the peripheral visual experiences are still, in some sense, conscious. Some experiential qualities, on this way of thinking, are the object of a high grade of awareness—fully-focused awareness, we might call it— and others are not. A defender of the distinction between focused and non-focused awareness might attempt to explain the original speckled hen example by claiming that it is only those properties that are the object of fully focused awareness that serve as reasons for belief. In the case of the speckled hen, one might claim, most subjects cannot focus full attention to all the speckles at once and so are not justified. Further, since this is a contingent psychological fact, one might argue that there is a ready explanation as to why it is possible for superior perceivers to have foundational justification about the number of speckles; the explanation would be



This solution parallels solutions proposed on behalf of classical foundationalists against the problem of the speckled hen. Richard Fumerton Fumerton, “Speckled Hens and Objects of Acquaintance.” mentions a variant of this idea as sufficient for a solution to the problem of the speckled hen for classical foundationalism, and he attributes the idea to Richard Feldman. Feldman, “Foundational Justification.” Feldman’s own solution appeals to this distinction, although it is not clear that he thinks it is sufficient to solve the problem. (The other details of Feldman’s preferred solution will be discussed below.) 25 The distinction here corresponds roughly to Ned Block’s influential distinction between access and phenomenal consciousness Ned Block, “On a Confusion about a Function of Consciousness,” in The Nature of Consciousness: Philosophical Debates, ed. Ned Joel Block, Owen J Flanagan, and Guven Guzeldere (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 375-416. It is also possible that this sort of focused attention is a matter of degree. If so, we might need to distinguish between degrees of acquaintance. If this is true, the present proposal should be that in order to be justified one must have acquaintance that has a high enough degree of focus. 24
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that superior perceivers are able to devote a degree of attention to experiential qualities of which inferior perceivers are psychologically incapable. In short, the idea is to appeal to the following revision of MFP:



Attention-MFP: If S has an experience as of something’s being F, where F is an experiential quality of which S has a concept, and if F is the subject of S’s fully focused awareness, then S has foundational justification for believing that something is F. The main problem for this approach is that it fails to locate a relevant difference between superior and inferior perceivers in some of the speckled hen cases.26 In some visual examples (for example, seeing a small-enough 10-sided figure) the sides of the figure can be entirely in my fovea and it seems that all of them can be the object of my complete attention. It seems that I can fully attend to the exact number of speckles, which explains why I am able to think about it demonstratively and form thoughts such as, “How many sides is that?” My failing to be able to form a justified belief that the number of sides is 10 seems to be a failure of recognition, not a failure of attention. This point is even clearer when the



Attention-MFP also places too severe a restriction on foundational grounds of belief, and thus fails to capture the full scope of foundational empirical justification. Experiential qualities that are not the object of full attention can in some circumstances serve as foundational grounds of justified belief. Arguing for this point is complicated by the psychological fact that when one forms an occurrent belief based on a present, experiential quality one’s attention is also typically drawn to that property; so it is difficult to think of actual cases in which one forms a justified occurrent belief about an experiential quality while the experiential quality is and continues to be the subject of less than full attention. However, there are cases involving memory that seem to require the possibility that beliefs can be justifiedly based on experiential qualities that are not given full attention. For example, suppose that a fluorescent light that has been buzzing suddenly stops. One might consequently realize that the light had been buzzing for a long time, even though one never fully attended to it. A plausible explanation of how one comes to have such knowledge is that the experiential quality—the buzzing—is held in episodic memory and serves as a grounds for believing that the light was buzzing. Notice that it is the buzzing-not-fully-attended-to that is preserved in memory. This explains why, when one reflects on one’s past experience, one realizes not only that a light has been buzzing but also that you have been peripherally (though not fully) aware of it. Recognitional-MFP can accommodate this point, since there is no barrier to a proposition’s seeming true as a result of one’s recognizing an experiential quality of which one is only peripherally aware. 26
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experiential quality is not complex. In the case of hearing a specific pitch, for example, the property is simple and I am capable of giving it my complete and focused attention, even though I am unable to recognize middle C. A different strategy for locating epistemically relevant experiential differences might appeal to differences in experiential qualities between superior and inferior perceivers. Notice that ways of developing this strategy are severely limited by our insistence that superior and inferior perceivers in each example share an experiential presentation of F at the same level of determinacy. Thus, the difference between superior and inferior perceivers cannot be that F is an experiential quality for one but not the other.27 Still, one might argue that superior perceivers have additional experiential qualities that account for the justificatory difference between them and inferior perceivers. This idea, perhaps, finds expression in the language of “seeing-as” or “awareness-as”. While both the superior and inferior perceivers are aware of F, one might claim, only the superior perceiver is aware of the property as F.



For a similar reason, metaphysical commitments about experience that one might have thought would suffice for an easy solution to the speckled hen turn out to be non-starters. For example, no easy solution to the problem of the speckled hen is provided by a mere commitment to intentionalism, the view that experience is a state with intentional content that represents public properties and objects (pace Fumerton, “Speckled Hens and Objects of Acquaintance,” 127. Nor is an easy answer provided by conceptualism, the view that every element of experience involves the deployment of concepts. In order for theorists of either stripe to account for the highly determinate nature of experiential qualities, a fact which we are taking to be pre-theorietic, they must postulate intentional grasps of content (whether conceptual or nonconceptual) that do justice to the fineness of grain of experiential qualities. (For example, if perceptual phenomenology involves the presentation of a highly determinate pitch property—the pitch correlated with 440 hz, plus or minus .5 hz, say—then one who holds that experience is intentional should explain the experiential presentation of pitch by saying that a pitch property is represented at precisely that level of determinacy. The conceptualist, likewise, must postulate the deployment of a concept that captures this fact.) Whatever conceptual or nonconceptual intentional contents are called on to explain the fineness of grain of experience will be shared by superior and inferior perceivers, and will thus not constitute a difference between superior and inferior that might explain the justificatory difference. 27
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Thus, we might propose the following version of MFP:



Awareness-As MFP: If i) S has an experience as if something is F, ii) F is an experiential quality and, iii) S is aware of the experiential quality as F, then S has foundational justification for believing that something is F. We must be very cautious about how we think of awareness-as in order for the solution to be substantively different from the solutions considered so far. We cannot, for example, think of awareness-as simply as a matter of having both an experience as if F and a propositional seeming with the content that  is identical to F. Thinking of awareness-as in this way would make Awareness-As MFP a stylistic variant of Matching-PC, which we have already rejected. Nor can we beef-up this conception of awareness-as by adding the requirement that the propositional seeming occur as the result of an ability to recognize F, on pain of making the principle a restatement of our own reliabilist solution defended above. We need an understanding of awareness-as that, unlike these proposals, implies a difference in experiential qualities. There must be something different, for example, about the visual phenomenology of the perceiver who experiences the 12-sidedness of the polygon as 12-sided, as opposed to the perceiver who merely experiences the 12-sidedness. Earl Conee and Richard Feldman present an account along these lines as a response to the problem of the speckled hen aimed at introspective justification. According to them,



…someone who has the ability [to recognize a 23-sided figure] has an experience qualitatively different from those who lack that ability. We will call the quality that underlies the ability “recognition.” It can plausibly be held that recognition makes a justificatory difference. When our visual field contains a triangle that contrasts clearly with its surroundings, we recognize it as such. We do not similarly recognize 23-sided figures. The recognition is not a true belief linking the experience to a belief about its content. It is, 30



instead, a feature of experience itself. This experiential feature is what makes it true that triangles optimally viewed are generally seen as triangles, while 23-sided figures, even when optimally viewed, are not generally seen as being 23-sided. It is this aspect of the experience that provides evidential support for the corresponding belief. For most of us, this sort of feature is present when we experience clearly discriminable triangles and not present when we experience 23-sided figures. But a person who did have that remarkable ability would have an experience unlike ours.28 Adapted to our discussion of Modest Foundationalism, Conee and Feldman’s proposal would be that superior perceivers have an additional experiential quality, which they call “recognition”. This experiential quality, we are told, is not the subject’s recognitional ability but a feature of the experience that “underlies the ability”. (I will refer to the experiential quality as “R” in order to avoid confusing it with the recognitional ability it is said to ground.) It is the presence of this experiential quality, not the associated recognitional ability, which is said to explain the superior perceiver’s justification. What sort of property is R supposed to be and how is it supposed to make a justificatory difference? I will consider two possibilities that exhaust the options. R might be thought to be an experiential quality distinct from F, or it might be thought of as an additional experiential presentation of F. Let us consider first the possibility that R is an experiential quality distinct from F. On this view, R is some new bit of phenomenology—a glow or tingle, perhaps—that occurs in the experience in addition to the presentation of F and whose presence is required for justification. Even if we grant that there is such an experiential quality in experiences, it is difficult to see how it could be epistemically relevant in a way conducive to modest foundationalism. In particular, it is not clear



Earl Conee and Richard Feldman, “Internalism Defended,” in Epistemology: Internalism and Externalism, ed. Hilary Kornblith (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 255.



28



31



how it could serve as part of a foundational reason for thinking that F is instantiated, for a reason we saw in connection with the problem of the 84-year-old table. Since R is not a presentation of F, we would seem to need some further reason for thinking that the glow is an indication of F things, or of a genuine ability to recognize F things. Moreover, the general strategy of requiring that an ability to recognize F be based on an additional experiential quality distinct from F threatens a vicious regress. For if the “glow” is part of what provides the evidential support for belief then it seems required that one recognize its presence in experience. But given the general strategy this would require that there be a further glow to ground the recognition of the first glow. And we are off to the races. The other possibility is that experiential quality R is a separate presentation of F in addition to the fine-grained presentation of F that superior and inferior perceivers share. It seems to me that the most promising way of making sense of this idea is to think of the additional presentation of F as a conceptual presentation that is built into the fabric of experience and makes a phenomenal contribution to it. A defender of this way of understanding awareness-as might draw an analogy with arguments in the literature to the effect that semantic properties, natural kinds, and other relatively complex properties are represented in experiences.29 These arguments typically begin by pointing out that there seems to be a phenomenal difference between, for example, seeing or hearing words in a language that one doesn’t understand and seeing or hearing the same words at a time after one masters the language. This difference, it is claimed, cannot be fully accounted for in



See Charles Siewert, The Significance of Consciousness (Princeton University Press, 1998), 7; Block, “On a Confusion about a Function of Consciousness”; Siegel, “Which Properties Are Represented in Perception?”; Susanna Siegel, “How Can We Discover the Contents of Experience?,” Southern Journal of Philosophy 45 (June 2, 2007): 127-142.
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terms of beliefs, propositional seemings, or other states external to the experiential phenomenology. It is not simply a matter of one’s coming to believe or having it seem to be the case that certain experientially presented shapes or sounds have such-andsuch meaning. The meanings are said to affect the way the text looks or the way the words sound. The conclusion drawn is that the semantic properties of the text are represented in the relevant experiences. The analogous argument would be that there is a phenomenological aspect of superior perceivers’ experiences that can best be explained by a further representation of F. In order to fully evaluate this interpretation of Awareness-MFP, we need to navigate some murky waters and consider what kinds of concepts might enrich experience in the required way. It will be helpful to distinguish between three categories of concepts. (Having some categorization of different kinds concepts of properties will also prove useful below in evaluating other proposed strategies for responding to the speckled hen that depend on these distinctions.) We have already introduced the idea of demonstrative property concepts, i.e., concepts that can be employed only in the presence of experience, and are expressible by phrases such as “that color”, “that number of speckles”, “that pitch”, etc. A second kind of concept worth considering is a phenomenal recognitional concept of a property. A phenomenal recognitional concept is a concept of an experiential quality that is constituted in part by an ability to recognize instances of that property as such when they are presented experientially. One does not count as grasping such a concept unless one has an ability to recognize instances of the property in question on the basis of experience alone. In addition to recognitional and demonstrative concepts, we might add a third, catch-all category of property concepts that are neither demonstrative nor recognitional. Call these “non-recognitional, non-demonstrative 33



concepts” (NRD concepts, for short). A NRD concept of F can be grasped without F being currently instantiated as an experiential quality and without having an ability to recognize it as an experiential quality.30 It is sufficient to grasp an NRD concept of F, for example, that one understands a word that denotes F or has an a priori grasp of the property.31 It is worth reviewing the solution to the problem of the speckled hen provided by Recognitional-MFP in the context of these distinctions. Recognitional-MFP says that a subject has justification for a belief identifying an experiential feature using one of these concepts provided that a proposition identifying the feature with one of these concepts seems true as the result of a non-inferential recognitional ability. For instance, you are justified in believing that there is a triangle, thought of using a NRD-concept of a triangle, provided that the proposition  =  (a proposition you might express by saying “that shape is a triangle”) seems to you to be the case as the result of a non-inferential ability to recognize triangularity when it is visually presented. Likewise, you have justification for a belief about triangles that employs a recognitional concept of them provided that the proposition  =  seems to be the case. The interpretation of Awareness-As-MFP that we are exploring



This three-fold way of categorizing property concepts is controversial. Not everyone thinks that there are recognitional concepts. (Cf. Jerry A Fodor, “There Are No Recognitional Concepts; Not Even RED,” in Concepts, vol. 9, Philosophical Issues (Atascadero: Ridgeview, 1998)) One advantage of Recognitional-MFP is that it takes no stand on these controversial issues. 31 In his discussion of the speckled hen, Ernest Sosa Sosa, “Privileged Access.” makes a similar distinction between demonstrative, phenomenal recognitional, and “simple geometrical and arithmetic” (SGA) concepts. My category of non-recognitional, nondemonstrative concepts includes Sosa’s SGA concepts as well as others, such as concepts of properties that one grasps in virtue of understanding a word for the property. 30
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differs in that it requires that the NRD or recognitional concept be, somehow, more internal to the experiential phenomenology than a (mere) propositional seeming. What reason is there to think that superior perceivers in the speckled hen examples will have phenomenally different experiences that we might need to explain by positing a second presentation of F? The evidence that Conee and Feldman provide is a claim concerning how the phenomenology strikes them in cases in which they are superior perceivers, e.g., when they recognize triangles as such. I find this claim difficult to evaluate. True enough, I am able to recognize triangles when I have visual experiences of them, and it seems to me on reflection as if I have this ability. But is there some feature of visual experience—a feature in addition to the triangularity that an inferior perceiver and I would both experience—in virtue of which I am able to recognize a triangle? I’m doubtful. But even if it is plausible as a matter of human psychology to think that NRD or recognitional concepts can figure in experiences in the way just described, it is difficult to see why this should be required for justification. It is surely possible for there to be superior perceivers relative to us whose psychologies fit our original description of the speckled hen cases and who meet the conditions specified in Recognitional-MFP. That is, they have the same experiential qualities that we do (without R) and differ from us only in that they have non-inferential abilities to recognize these qualities when they occur in experience. What reason is there to deny that these possible subjects have foundational justification? Why is it not sufficient for justification that an experiential quality be recognized by the subject, whether or not there is a further conceptual presentation of the feature in experience that is somehow packed into the phenomenology?
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The only reason that I can think of that might favor the further requirement is based on a worry that Recognitional-MFP makes the factors relevant to epistemic justification too external to the mind of the perceiver. By contrast, requiring that differences in epistemic status of perceptual beliefs be grounded in differences in experiential phenomenology clearly makes epistemic status an internal affair. The worry that Recognitional-MFP is problematically externalist will be addressed below. But even if there is something to that worry, we need not require that all epistemically relevant factors be packed into the phenomenology of experience in order to hold a position that is internalist. Grasping a recognitional concept, for example, seems to be an internal mental state whether or not recognitional concepts, somehow, make their way into the phenomenology of experience. Moreover, grasping a recognitional concept of F and having F presented experientially seem together sufficient to justify a belief that something is , whether or not the recognitional concept enters into the phenomenology of experience. Differences in justificatory status, thus, need not be grounded in any difference in experimental phenomenology.



Denying That Superior and Inferior Perceivers Share the Relevant Concepts The distinction between kinds of concepts made in the previous section might inspire the thought that we can explain the justificatory difference between superior and inferior perceivers by appeal to differences in the concepts that they possess. One idea that might seem promising is that superior perceivers typically grasp recognitional concepts that inferior perceivers are incapable of grasping. Perhaps,
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then, it is superior perceivers’ grasp of recognitional concepts that explains their different justificatory status. This insight does not solve the problem of the speckled hen given our original intuitions about the cases. It is a consequence of the “Same Concepts” and “Different Foundational Justification” claims about the speckled hen examples that the superior perceivers’ beliefs that are foundationally justified are beliefs that employ NRD concepts. (As we noted above, the superior perceivers’ beliefs go beyond the thin, ‘that is thus’ beliefs that employ only demonstrative concepts. And since the content of the superior perceiver’s justified belief can be grasped by inferior perceivers who typically lack a recognitional concept of F, the belief cannot involve a recognitional concept.) But grasping a recognitional concept of F and having F experientially presented does not suffice to give one justification for a belief that applies a NRD concept of F. One way to see this is to note that there are speckledhen-type examples in which inferior perceivers as well as superior perceivers grasp a recognitional concept of the relevant property. In some of these cases inferior perceivers grasp recognitional concepts too, and yet this does not suffice to provide them with the justification that superior perceivers have. For instance, many people who lack perfect pitch do nevertheless have a recognitional concept of middle-C that they acquire when they hear it. Upon hearing middle-C, many people can then recognize the note when it is played again. This ability lasts for a while after the original pitch stops being played, but eventually fades. The ability, arguably, gives rise to a recognitional concept of middle-C. Nevertheless, unlike those with perfect pitch, such subjects lack foundational justification for a belief that middle C is being played that is foundationally justified for the person with perfect pitch.
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While grasping a recognitional concept is not sufficient to provide justification for a belief involving an NRD concept, we have already acknowledged that it does seem sufficient to provide justification for a belief that involves only a recognitional concept. That is, the following principle holds:



(Recognitional-Concept-MFP) If S has an experience as if something is F, where F is an experiential quality of which S has a recognitional concept, then S has foundational justification for a belief that something is F, where F is thought of by the deployment of a recognitional concept. We have also acknowledged the truth of a similar principle involving demonstrative concepts:



(Demonstrative-Concept-MFP) If S has an experience as if something is F, where F is an experiential quality of which S has a demonstrative concept, then S has defeasible foundational justification for a belief that something is F, where F is thought of by the deployment of a demonstrative concept. Could a theorist adopt these two principles as a complete theory of empirical justification and solve the problem of the speckled hen? To do so involves denying either the “Same Concepts” or the “Different Foundational Justification” claims about the original speckled hen cases since, as we have seen, these imply that superior perceivers have foundational justification for beliefs involving NRD concepts. In this section I consider the prospects for denying “Same Concepts”; the next section will consider the prospects for denying “Different Foundational Justification”. Before considering the prospects of accounting for foundational justification by appealing to the two principles above, it is worth stepping back and noting just how closely these principles come to the reliabilist solution to the problem of the speckled hen proposed above. Recognitional-MFP requires that the subject have a recognitional ability, an ability that at least partially consists in the subject’s being 38



reliable at applying a concept of F to an experiential quality F. The two principles just given require that the subject have just such a recognitional ability. A subject that grasps a demonstrative concept of F has a perfectly reliable method of applying the concept to an experiential quality. Moreover, grasping a recognitional concept requires having an ability of just the sort that Recognitional-MFP describes. Thus, the difference between a theorist who accepts only these two principles and a theorist who accepts the reliabilist version of MFP seems to be that the reliabilist does not require that the subject’s recognitional ability be entailed by the conditions required for possessing a concept. The theorist who accepts only these two principles thus faces a challenge of motivation. Why add the additional requirement a recognitional ability be built into a concept that the subject possesses?32 Let us return to considering the strategy of adopting the two principles above while denying that the beliefs justified for superior perceivers involve all and only concepts that inferior perceivers could grasp. The most straightforward way of developing this strategy is to appeal to holism about concept possession, which treats all of the information, inference patterns and abilities that the subject associates with a concept as essential to possessing the concept. One might hold, for example, that the person with perfect pitch’s concept of middle C, which he would express by saying “middle C”, is different from mine. His concept constitutively depends on his ability to recognize middle C when he hears it, whereas mine does not.



One possible answer to this question might be that the additional requirement is needed in order to make epistemically relevant factors sufficiently internal to the mind of the subject. The worry that Recognitional-MFP is problematically externalist will be addressed in the last section of the paper. 32
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Accepting holism has a well-known theoretical cost that many theorists (including me) think is too high to pay, namely the consequence that concepts are almost never shared. It seems that a person with perfect pitch and I are able to talk about middle-C because we share a concept of it. Arguably, grasping the meaning of the English phrase “middle-C” is sufficient to have the concept that he expresses when he says “middle-C”. It is of course well beyond the scope of this paper to consider fully whether this objection is decisive against holism. Even if holism is tenable, though, we can also make a more irenic response to the proposal of appealing to holism to deal with the problem of the speckled hen. On the assumption that holism is true, there seems to be no substantive difference between Recognitional-MFP, and Recognitional-Concept-MFP. Recall that Recognitional-MFP requires for foundational justification that a subject grasps a concept that is about an experiential quality F and that the subject have a reliable, non-inferential ability to recognize that the experiential quality falls under that concept. If holism about concept possession is true, then arguably the recognitional ability that Recognitional-MFP requires will be assimilated into the possession condition for the subject’s concept of F. So if one meets the requirements in the antecedent of Recognitional-MFP and holism is true, one will meet the requirements of Recognitional-Concept-MFP. Moreover, as we have already seen, if a subject meets the requirement in the antecedent of Recognitional-Concept-MFP, she will also meet the requirements of Recognitional-MFP, since built into the recognitional concept of F is a reliable ability of the very sort required by Recognitional-MFP. Thus, given holism, the two principles are coextensive.



40



Denying that Superior Perceivers Have Foundational Justification The final alternative strategy that I will consider for solving the problem of speckled hen is one that treats superior perceivers’ justification as mediate rather than foundational. The strategy results from adopting Recognitional-Concepts MFP and Demonstrative-Concepts MFP as the complete account of foundational perceptual justification while rejecting the “Different Foundational Justification” assumption that we made about the speckled hen examples. Richard Feldman defends a solution along these lines to the problem the speckled hen as Sosa presses it against classical foundationalism. According to Feldman, superior perceivers differ from inferior ones in that they have “background information that associates the phenomenal [recognitional] concept with that [NRD] concept.”33 Since having information presumably requires having a background belief with that information as its content, the superior perceivers’ propositional justification depends on a background belief and is thus mediate rather than foundational. The same proposal is easily adapted to our way of framing the problem of the speckled hen, which targets modest foundationalism. The idea would be that the superior perceivers differ from inferior ones in that they have a background belief that connects their recognitional concept of F to a NRD concept of F. This belief makes available a justifying argument such as the one captured in the following syllogism: (P1) That  thing is 



Feldman, “Foundational Justification.” The concept Feldman is referring to is what Sosa calls an SGA concept Sosa, “Privileged Access.”. 33
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(P2)  =  (C) Therefore, that  thing is  According to the proposal, which I will dub the “inferentialist strategy”, superior perceivers have propositional justification because this argument is available to them, and they have doxastic justification if they base a belief on this reasoning. To get a feel for the kind of inference involved in the inference from (P1) and (P2) to (C), consider a non-speckled hen case in which it seems plausible to attribute to a subject an explicit inference of just this sort. Suppose that someone whom I have strong epistemic reasons to trust tells me that a pitch I am hearing is middle-C (and it is). Upon hearing the pitch, let us suppose, I acquire a recognitional concept of it based on my ability to recognize that pitch if it should it occur again. (Sadly, this ability and the associated recognitional concept won’t last long.) Based on my friend’s testimony, I come to believe that  tones are . This belief remains in my memory for some time. If I then come to hear middleC again during the time that I have this belief, I might come to believe that the tone I am hearing is  via the following bit of reasoning: (Pitch-1) That  tone is  (Pitch-2)  = . (Pitch-C) That  tone is  Again, the first premise here applies a recognitional concept to the pitch as presented in experience. The second premise is justified by my memory that my friend told me this fact (and perhaps additional beliefs about my friend’s reliability as a testifier). My belief that (Pitch-C) is the case inherits the justification I have for the premises. 42



The inferentialist strategy suggests that the doxastically justified beliefs of the superior perceivers in the speckled hen examples are justified in the same way. In fact, according to inferentialism, people with absolute pitch are justified in thinking that a tone is middle C based on the very same argument as that just given. A similar point can be made for any case of applying an NRD concept to an experientially quality. Suppose that you see a three-sided figure and form the belief that it is three-sided, employing a non-recognitional, non-demonstrative concept of three-sidedness (the sort of concept that you can arguably grasp simply by having an a priori understanding of the simple concepts  and  and combining them). According to the inferentialist strategy, your justification for this is mediate, depending on an inference of this form: (Triangle-1) That  figure is  (Triangle-2)  figures are  (Triangle-C) Therefore, that  figure is  Now, I doubt that it seems to you that you are going through any inference like this when you see a triangle and believe that it is three-sided. Similar doubts can be raised about the superior perceivers in all of the speckled hen examples. It was a part of our initial description of these cases that superior perceivers’ beliefs seem to them to be non-inferential. If such inferences occur, they must be highly implicit. The modest foundationalist should think that inferentialism is grossly implausible. Beliefs such as the simple belief that a figure is three sided are exactly the sort of paradigm cases of foundationally justified beliefs that the modest foundationalist uses as data in epistemological theorizing, consistent with the 43



modest foundationalist’s philosophically conservative commitment to take at face value our intuitions about cases of justified belief that don’t seem to require the backing of further inferences. Whether beliefs about three-sided figures are the result of implicit inferences is presumably an empirical matter, though perhaps not one that is easily settled. There may one day be evidence suggesting that, contrary to appearances, we engage inferences of the above sort even in the formation of simple beliefs like the belief that there is three-sided figure before us. But the modest foundationalist will not think, as it seems the inferentialist is committed to thinking, that a deep form of skepticism hangs on the answer to the empirical question of whether we actually form such inferences. The fact that beliefs about the three-sidedness of figures seem justified but don’t seem to be inferred is strong evidence that they do not require the backing of further beliefs, even if it turns out that they do have the backing of other beliefs. The modest foundationalist thus has a strong prima facie reason to prefer Recognitional-MFP to inferentialism. There is, however, one line of reply on behalf of the inferentialist that is worth pursuing. Suppose that an inferentialist could show that attributing inferences to superior perceivers results in an epistemic evaluation that fits better with our intuitions about some possible cases than does Recognitional-MFP. If so, then there might be theoretical reasons to favor inferentialism. Now, given the understanding of inferentialism that has emerged so far, this inferentialist line of reply is unlikely to succeed. We have so far been following Feldman’s suggestion that the justification of superior perceivers depends on background information captured in the second premise in the syllogisms above. Calling a belief in the second premise of these arguments “background information” 44



(as Feldman does) suggests that having a true belief that (P2) is necessary and sufficient for it to play a role in providing propositional justification for the conclusion. (The concept of information, after all, is factive, and having information seems to be a simple matter of believing it.) Given this understanding of inferentialism, it seems that there will be no differences in the justificatory assessments made by, on the one hand, the theorist who accepts Recognitional-MFP and claims that superior perceivers’ justification is foundational, and, on the other hand, the inferentialist who attributes implicit inferences to superior perceivers and claims that their justification is mediate. After all, the reasoning described in the triangle syllogism above seems to describe a recognitional ability—albeit an inferential one—that results in you believing that a triangle is before you. Where the inferentialist strategy attributes to you a recognitional ability that depends on a correct declarative memory of the second premise, together with a highly implicit inference from this premise, the advocate of Recognitional-MFP will claim that you are justified because the conclusion seems to be the case as the result of a noninferential, recognitional ability held in place by procedural memory. In practice, these two strategies will rule the same on whether subjects are justified so long as one is willing to attribute implicit inferences in the cases. There are, however, some potentially substantive normative differences between the proposals that emerge from a different understanding of the inferentialist strategy that is closer to the spirit of foundationalism. The idea that a belief in the second premise of the syllogisms confers justification just in case it is true fits uneasily with a commitment to foundationalism, and that for two reasons. First, foundationalists typically require that mediately justified beliefs be based only on beliefs that are themselves justified. Second, foundationalists typically hold that 45



justified beliefs can confer justification without being true. We should consider, then, an inferentialist strategy that requires that belief in the second premise be justified but not necessarily that it be true. It seems likely that such a view will result in justificatory assessments about some cases that differ from those of RecognitionalMFP. If our intuitions side with inferentialism this may turn out to be reason to favor that view. There are cases of explicit reasoning that arguably fit the pattern of the syllogism above and that support the idea that belief in (P2) must be justified but needn’t be true. Consider first a case in which my belief in the second premise is true but not justified. Suppose I hear a tone that in fact is middle-C, form a demonstrative and recognitional concept of the tone and, for no good reason, form an unjustified belief that  tones are . If I hear middle-C played again and explicitly conclude (Pitch-C) from (Pitch-1) and (Pitch-2), I will intuitively not be justified in believing that I am hearing middle C because my belief in (Pitch-2), though true, is not justified. Compare this with a case in which the second premise is justified but not true. Suppose, for example, that someone whom I have every reason to trust tells me that a pitch I am hearing is middle-C, but in fact it is the D above middle-C. A very short while later, I hear a tone that I recognize to be the same tone that I just heard. I might then come to believe that the tone I am hearing is middle-C by the following bit of reasoning: (Mistaken-Pitch-1) That  tone is  (Mistaken-Pitch-2)  tones are . 46



(Mistaken-Pitch-C) That  tone is  In this case, intuitively, I am mediately justified in believing the conclusion. The second premise is false, but I am justified in believing it, and the conclusion inherits the justification I have for the premises. Our question then is whether it is possible to construct analogous cases involving superior perceivers such that, if one were to attribute implicit inferences to the perceiver (as the inferentialist does), then the inferences would involve belief in a minor premise that is either a) justified but false or b) unjustified but true. We can adapt the stories just told. Consider first a case parallel to case involving a true but unjustified belief in (Pitch-2). Suppose again that a person comes to believe, for no good reason, that  = . Now add to the story that over time the inferences he makes from this belief get automated into the sort of ability that a person with absolute pitch has. When he hears middle-C now, it immediately seems to him that the tone is middle-C, with no hint of explicit inference. Recognitional-MFP will credit such a subject with defeasible justification, since it seems to him that middle-C is being played as the result of a genuine non-inferential ability to recognize middle-C when it occurs experientially. However, insofar as the inferentialist attributes to the subject an inference involving an unjustified belief in (Pitch-2), the inferentialist will say that the subject’s belief that middle-C is being played lacks justification.34



What the inferentialist says about this case will depend on his views on how memory justifies. According to some “synchronic” views about memorial justification, any time a proposition seems true based on an apparent memory it has some foundational prima facie justification, even if the belief unjustified when it was originally formed. According to other “diachronic” views, the original justificatory status of the belief can disqualify it from being
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We can also adapt the case described above involving a justified but false belief in the second premise. Consider a person who acquires a justified belief that  tones are  in the same way that I described myself as forming the belief—by basing the belief on testimony from a source who is otherwise known to be reliable. Add to the story that as a result of this event (and perhaps others like it) the subject comes to form the sort of “ability” that we associate with people who have absolute pitch.35 When this subject now hears the D above middle C it immediately seems to him that  is being played. The proposition that  =  seems true as the result of an ability that consistently tracks and mislabels experiential presentations of the D above middle C. Inferentialism and Recognitional-MFP differ in their assessment of such a subject. The inferentialist will regard his belief as justified, since it is based on an implicit inference from a justified (but false) belief in (Mistaken-Pitch-2). The defender of Recognitional-MFP, however, must say that his belief is unjustified, since the propositional seeming is not the result of a genuine recognitional ability. I think that there is something importantly right about the inferentialist treatment of both cases. One need not adopt inferentialism, however, in order to



justified. Given the synchronic view it is difficult to find cases of unjustified but true beliefs in (P2), since seeming to remember that (P2) is true is by itself sufficient to provide prima facie justification for (P2), regardless of whether or not the belief was originally justified. Synchronic views of memorial justification, however, face insurmountable difficulties in part because of the examples presented here. It is intuitively implausible that a belief can come to be justified merely by being held in memory when it was not justified originally. Michael Huemer, “The Problem of Memory Knowledge,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 80, no. 4 (1999): 346-357; Thomas D Senor, “Epistemological Problems of Memory,” 2005, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/memory-episprob/ 35 Some details are missing that are needed to make the story plausible. Why doesn’t the subject learn of his mistake at some point in the learning process? We perhaps need to add to the story that there is some vast conspiracy to mislead him about the names of tones, a conspiracy that the subject has no reason to suspect.
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accommodate the cases. It is possible to revise Recognitional-MFP to fit the cases without abandoning the key idea that beliefs involving NRD concepts can be foundationally justified. The lesson of both cases seems to be that there is a notion of perceptual justification that involves a more diachronic epistemic assessment than does Recognitional-MFP. The first case, involving a subject who develops an ability to recognize middle-C based on a true but unjustified belief that  = , suggests that even if one has a genuine recognitional ability it may not confer justification if it has been inappropriately acquired. We can modify Recognitional-MFP to accommodate this idea:



Diachronic-Recognitional-MFP: If (i) S has an experience as if something is F (where the property F is an experiential quality); (ii) S grasps a concept, Ф, that denotes F (or some determinable of F); (iii) the proposition that =< > seems to S to be the case as the result of the exercise of a non-inferential ability to recognize the experiential quality F as falling under the concept Ф; and (iv) the non-inferential ability, if acquired, has been acquired appropriately; then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for a belief that something is .



Ф



The principle adds the requirement that the non-inferential ability that the subject has must be “appropriately acquired”. Of course, more needs to be said about the conditions under which recognitional abilities are appropriately acquired. Fully spelled out, this idea would require such things as that the ability result from a process of learning that begins with the subject’s making explicit inferences from justified premises of the sort that the inferentialist requires. The lesson of the second case (involving the subject who develops a misrecognitional ability from the justified but mistaken belief that  = ) is that exercises of abilities that are not genuinely recognitional can sometimes seem to provide justification, if the abilities 49



have the right history of acquisition. This idea too can be accommodated in a revision of MFP:



Diachronic-Quasi-Recognitional-MFP: If i) S has an experience as if something is F (where the property F is an experiential quality; ii) S grasps a concept < >; and iii) the proposition that =< > seems to S to be the case as the result of the exercise of a non-inferential ability S has to consistently apply < > to F when F occurs as an experiential quality, and iv) the non-inferential ability, if acquired, has been appropriately acquired, then S has foundational (defeasible) justification for believing that something is < >.
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Ф



Ф



Ф



The principle here loosens the original requirement that the property concept in the foundationally justified belief must refer to the experiential quality. If the subject has in the past come to associate the concept with the experiential quality and it has been epistemically appropriate for the subject to do so, then the concept might fail to be about that property even though the subject still has foundational justification for applying it. The modest foundationalist might take one of these revisions to be the correct view of foundational empirical justification, or she might treat each of them (including the synchronic version of Recognitional-MFP) as specifying important but distinct ways that beliefs can be epistemically appropriate.36 Either way, there are promising strategies for adapting Recognitional-MFP to align with intuitions one might have about these cases, and the modest foundationalist should prefer these strategies over inferentialism insofar as that they do not attribute dubious implicit inferences to subjects.



My own view is the latter. In keeping with William P Alston, “Epistemic Desiderata,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 53 (1993), we should be prepared to acknowledge that there might be many distinct but valuable positive epistemic evaluations rather than a single property of epistemic justification. Let a thousand flowers bloom! 36
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V. The Internalist Objection I have now canvassed what I take to be the most promising alternatives to Recognitional-MFP for dealing with the problem of the speckled hen. The speckled hen and related examples, I have suggested, are best accounted for by revising modest foundationalism’s central epistemic principle so that it requires the subject to have and exercise a recognitional ability. There are significant costs associated with alternatives. I anticipate, though, that some modest foundationalists will worry that adopting some version of Recognitional-MFP comes with a heavy cost of its own, namely a commitment to externalism. I earlier noted that the most natural way of explicating the notion of a recognitional ability is in terms familiar to the reliabilist, the paradigm defender of epistemic externalism. I will argue, however, that the solution that I have proposed is in fact consistent with several important versions of epistemic internalism that the modest foundationalist may find attractive. Epistemic internalism is understood in a variety of ways. One minimal kind of internalism involves a commitment to a thesis Conee and Feldman have called “mentalism”, which they define as follows:



Mentalism: The justificatory status of a person’s doxastic attitudes strongly supervenes on the person’s mental states, events, and conditions.37 An immediate consequence of mentalism is that any two people who have the same mental states, events, and conditions will be justified in believing the same things, and to the same extent. One main reason to be a mentalist is the intuition (generated by the “new evil demon problem”) that a mental duplicate of you who is a brain in a vat would have beliefs that are every bit as justified as yours are. Brains



37



Conee and Feldman, “Internalism Defended.”
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in vats being fed coherent experiences as of the real world clearly lack knowledge, but there is surely a sense in which they can be rational in believing as they do.38 After all, your envatted twin is in a clear sense forming his beliefs in the same way that you are. Are the variations of Recognitional-MFP that we have considered consistent with mentalism? Insofar as mentalism is understood to include only a person’s present mental states, events, and conditions, the diachronic versions of Recognitional-MFP considered in the last section are clearly inconsistent with mentalism, since those principles imply that epistemic justification supervene on past states and events. Even these diachronic principles might, however, be consistent with a more lenient mentalism according to which past and present mental states are taken to be relevant to epistemic justification. The key question is whether the variations of Recognitional-MFP imply that epistemic justification supervenes on states, events or conditions that are all and only mental states, events, or conditions. Recognitional-MFP makes foundational perceptual justification dependent on the experiential qualities, propositional seemings, and recognitional abilities of subjects. Of these, the state with the least claim to be a mental state is the recognitional ability that Recognitional-MFP invokes. Notice, though, that the recognition that is in question takes place skin-inward. The recognitional ability that is involved is the ability to reliably make a transition from the content of



See Stewart Cohen, “Justification and Truth,” Philosophical Studies 46 (1984): 279-296 for an early statement of this problem.
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experience to the content of a propositional seeming that matches it.39 Arguably, such recognitional abilities are mental states.40 One way to see that Recognitional-MFP is consistent with mentalism is to note that it is consistent with the new evil demon intuition, at least given some plausible assumptions. Suppose first that perceptual experiences have representational contents. My experience right now, for example, has the content that there is something rectangular in front of me (a computer screen), that there is tap-tap sound (from my fingers hitting the keyboard), etc. Suppose also that an envatted twin being fed experiences like mine would have experiences and beliefs with the same content. (This assumption is controversial, but it is at any rate required in order for victims of radical skeptical scenarios to be mental duplicates of me.) According to Recognitional-MFP, whether my envatted twin is justified in his beliefs to the same extent as I am will depend on whether he has propositional seemings that, like mine, are the product of abilities to recognize experientially presented qualities. (The diachronic versions of Recognitional-MFP add that the abilities must in some cases have been developed in an appropriate way.) But it seems that he will be on a par with me with respect to these abilities and so will be justified to the same extent as I. Moreover, Recognitional-MFP implies that some



The exception to this claim is Diachronic-Quasi-Recognitional-MFP, which requires only an ability to consistently apply a concept to an experiential quality, not the ability to correctly apply the concept. 40 One might think that the dispositional nature of recognitional abilities rules them out from being counted as a mental state. But there seems to be no principled reason why dispositional states should not count as mental. Conee and Feldman explicitly allow that mentalist theories can include dispositional mental factors. They say, “A mentalist theory may assert that justification is determined entirely by occurrent mental factors, or by dispositional ones as well. As long as the things that are said to contribute to justification are in the person’s mind, the view qualifies as a version of mentalism.” (Conee and Feldman 2001) In fact, it seems likely that any plausible mentalist theory will have to include dispositional beliefs as mental states. A view of justification that treated as relevant only what one is occurrently thinking or experiencing arguably entails a deep form of skepticism. 39
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envatted people may surpass me with respect to such abilities and so may have foundational justification that I lack. Though they are not connected to the world as well as I am, envatted people with perfect pitch have foundational justification for more beliefs than I do on the basis of what they seem to hear. A second and somewhat stronger form of internalism is sometimes called grounds internalism. This is the idea that if one is justified one must have a special access to the evidential grounds that serve as justifying reasons for the relevant belief. This sort of internalism, too, is consistent with the proposal that I have made in response to the speckled hen. For those with appropriate abilities, the evidential grounds for perceptual beliefs are the propositional seemings and the experiential qualities on which they are reliably based, both of which are conscious and fully accessible. There is another internalist worry that some might have about Recognitional-MFP that is difficult to capture in a precise version of internalism but which is, I suspect, a common reason for deep suspicion of reliabilist theories. This is the worry that the recognitional abilities invoked in the Recognitional-MFP might be a mere stimulus-response mechanism that is more like the “ability” of thermometers to register the temperature than like an ability to appreciate genuine reasons. This objection too, I think, can be met although a complete discussion of it involves giving a more complete account of recognitional abilities than I am able to in this paper. There might, as some philosophers have suggested, be a close analogy between recognitional abilities and the sort of “know-how” involved in, e.g., the ability to ride a bike. Such skills are arguably automatic and non-inferential in some sense and are
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still open to reflection and guided by norms.41 It is also possible that further investigation of the conscious nature of the sort of reliable abilities referred to in Recognitional-MFP might reveal a principled reason to suppose that whenever someone has the ability they also have a high grade of access to the fact that they have it. There may be other understandings of internalism on which the present view does not count as a version of epistemic internalism. Indeed, this is to be expected since it is a part of the modesty of modest foundationalism that it does not attempt to derive the existence of the world from infallible or incorrigible beliefs about one’s present mental states. Even so, the revisions of the modest foundationalist principle defended above are consistent with the significant versions of internalism that the modest foundationalism accepts.



Markie, “Epistemically Appropriate Perceptual Belief.” provides an excellent defense of the epistemic relevance of recognitional abilities that draws heavily on the analogy to riding a bike. Markie’s own positive view of epistemic appropriateness differs in at least one significant way from my own. On his account there are foundationally justified beliefs that attribute properties to objects that are not experientially presented. 41
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Appendix The chart below summarizes the benefits and liabilities that we have assessed for each of the various interpretations and revisions of MFP considered above. I have argued that the considerations on balance favor some version of Recognitional-MFP. In particular, Diachronic Quasi-Recognitional-MFP makes up for what it lacks in elegance of name by getting intuitively correct results for a range of possible cases (including the speckled hen cases) on which other principles founder. The other versions of Recognitional-MFP too, I have suggested, may elucidate important positive epistemic assessments. The most promising alternative to Recognitional-MFP seems to me to be the “inferentialist strategy”, which involves adopting two principles—RecognitionalConcept-MFP and Demonstrative-Concept-MFP—as together comprising the complete picture of foundational empirical justification; the inferentialist strategy thus rules that beliefs involving non-recognitional and non-demonstrative concepts, such as the beliefs in question in the speckled hen cases, are mediately justified at best. This strategy, however, suffers from the liabilities mentioned below for Recognitional-Concept-MFP and Demonstrative-Concept-MFP. Version of MFP



Which empirical beliefs have foundational justification?



Benefits



Liabilities



MFP´



Beliefs that attribute qualities to objects, so long as the qualities are experientially presented.



It is plausible to think that experiential properties play a role in determining the scope of foundational justification.



The principle falls prey to the problem of the speckled hen.



Attention-MFP



Beliefs that attribute qualities to objects, so long as the qualities are experientially presented and the subject of full attention.



Full attention does not suffice for justification in many variants of the speckled hen examples.
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Phenomenal Conservatism (PC)



Beliefs about propositions that non-inferentially seem to be the case.



Having a propositional seeming is a plausible necessary condition for foundational empirical justification.



PC-Matching



Beliefs about propositions that non-inferentially seem to be the case, so long as the propositions “match” experiential content.



Awareness-AsMFP



Beliefs that attribute a property to objects, so long as the property is experientially presented and the subject is aware of the property “as” the property.



RecognitionalMFP



Beliefs about propositions that seem to be the case, so long as the propositional seeming matches experiential content and was formed by an ability to recognize experientially presented qualities.



The principle retains the principle benefits of MFP´ and PC.



DemonstrativeConcept-MFP



Beliefs expressible as “that is thus” (where “thus” refers to an experientially presented quality).



The epistemic principle is correct, as far as it goes.
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Propositional seemings that are not appropriately related to experientially-presented qualities do not justify. A variant of the speckled hen example shows that matching does not suffice for foundational justification. (The proposition that a hen is 12-speckled might seem true and might match experiential content owing to a fortuitous cognitive malfunction or episode of wishful thinking.) --It is unclear what exactly “awareness as” is. (And on at least one interpretation, this principle is a mere stylistic variant of Recognitional-MFP.) --If the principle is not a stylistic variant of Recognitional-MFP, it invokes a phenomenology that is either spurious or seems not to be required for foundational justification. The principle is synchronic, and consequently i) counts as justified subjects who improperly acquire a genuine ability to recognize experientially presented properties; and ii) fails to count as justified subjects who, through epistemically appropriate means, acquire an ability to consistently misidentify experientially-presented properties. The principle is too thin to explain the entire class of propositions we are foundationally justified in believing, which includes beliefs involving nondemonstrative property concepts.



RecognitionalConcept-MFP



Beliefs that attribute properties to objects, so long as the qualities are experientially presented and thought about using recognitional concepts.



-The epistemic principle is plausible, as far as it goes. -The principle seems to get intuitively plausible results for the diachronic cases mentioned as a liability for RecognitionalMFP.



DiachronicRecognitionalMFP



Beliefs about propositions that seem to be the case, so long as i) the propositional seeming matches the experiential content; ii) the propositional seeming results from a noninferential ability to recognize experiential qualities; and iii) the ability (if acquired) was acquired appropriately. Beliefs about propositions that seem to be the case, so long as the propositional seeming was formed by an ability to consistently apply a concept to an experientially-presented quality and this ability was acquired appropriately.



Unlike Recognitional-MFP, the principle does not count as justified subjects who inappropriately acquire a genuine ability to recognize experientially presented properties.



DiachronicQuasiRecognitionalMFP



The principle gets intuitively correct results in the cases mentioned as a liability for DiachronicRecognitional-MFP.
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--The principle carries a commitment to the existence of recognitional concepts, whereas the diachronic and synchronic versions of Recognitional-MFP carry no such commitment. --The principle offers no benefits that cannot be captured by diachronic versions of MFP. --The principle is too thin (even together with Demonstrative-ConceptMFP) to explain the entire class of propositions that have foundational empirical justification, which arguably includes some beliefs involving nonrecognitional (and nondemonstrative) property concepts. Some cases—involving subjects who acquire abilities that are not genuinely recognitional through means that are epistemically appropriate—suggest that having a genuine recognitional ability is not required for foundational justification.



The principle may be too lenient insofar as it does not require genuine recognition.
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