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Beginners Epistemology: Lecture 2 

Justification: Internalism & Individualism 

 

knowledge can be viewed in terms of justified, true, belief.  

The issue here is not about the word “justification”  

We’re concerned with what it is for a belief to be warranted, or justified, or well-supported. 

Internalism: 

(1) Justification from the point of view of our everyday lives. justification from “commonsense” 

background. 

(2) Justification from history of philosophy. 

1. Folk epistemology 

Because knowledge is so central to our existence, it is also important that we have reliable ways of 

thinking and talking about knowledge.  

We need to be able to keep track of who knows what and in which context. 

an everyday “commonsense” theory of knowledge—what we might call a folk epistemology.  

One doesn’t have to learn folk epistemology in the way that you are learning philosophical 

epistemology.  

2. Justification: having reasons for what one believes 

We expect people to have, and to be able to give, reasons for many of the things that they believe, 

reasons of the right kind, especially if what they believe is odd, unusual or unexpected.  

(i) “Why do you think that?” 

(ii) “How do you know that?” 

Now consider some of the things that Tom might say by way of reply: He might cite something true. 

(a) “Because one plus one equals two” 

(b) “Because there are countless stars in the sky” 

Although it is true that 1+1=2 it doesn’t seem to provide any basis for, or justification for any specific 

claim. Truths of arithmetic are irrelevant in this context.  

Similarly for the claim about the stars: it may well be true but it doesn’t provide reason for this belief. 

He might be unable to give any reason at all. 

(a) “No reason, it just occurred to me” 

(a) “Look, he just is” 

This seems inadequate because Tom’s belief is about the world “out there”.  

In short, it seems to be completely irresponsible to believe something without having any reason to 

believe it. 
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In our commonsense understanding of knowledge and belief, it seems that we make certain 

assumptions about what it is that justifies a belief.  

So, a person’s belief is justified only if they have grounds for it, if they know of something that 

counts in its favour of its being true.  

But having grounds, having reasons, does not imply that what one knows is true. 

3. Two ways of talking about reasons 

It is worth noting at this point that we talk about reasons for belief in different ways. Consider the 

following examples: 

(i)  Someone can have reason to believe something but not believe it. 

(ii) So, a person can have reason to believe something (but not believe it).  

Now, from our discussion above, it seems that a person’s beliefs are justified only if he/she has reason 

for believing. 

4. “Epistemic Internalism” and the subjective, rational, point of view. 

If our discussion so far is right then knowledge is justified true belief, but justification is a matter 

of having reasons for one’s beliefs and these reasons for belief must  

(a) be known to the subject and  

(b) be such that they provide good, reasonable, grounds for belief. 

requires a conscious subject of a particularly complex, advanced kind.   

Knowledge implies justification, and justification implies a subject who is able to “see” that certain 

things stand as good reason for believing other things.  

This view is standardly called internalism or, often, epistemic internalism. 

TAKE CARE AS TO WHAT “INTERNAL” MEANS HERE 

“internal” here does not mean “taking place in the brain” or “inside the body”.  

There are lots of events going on in your brain as you read this that you have no access to.  

What sort of access – well, here we might seem to be going round in a circle.  

Epistemologists will talk of epistemic access or cognitive access.  

What does this mean? What do we have epistemic access to?  

Belief and knowledge, as we are considering them here, are relations to “propositions”.   

The internalist holds that if you are to know one thing, then you, as a conscious subject, need to 

know of other things which give reason to believe that the first thing is true, or likely to be true.  

Two key features of epistemic internalism: 

(1) INDIVIDUALISM 

Internalist view is individualistic.  

Knowledge, justification, and having reasons are all cast in terms of individual subjects having 

reasons for their beliefs, where the individual subject knows (?) what those reasons are. 
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(2) KNOWLEDGE IS HARD TO ACHIEVE: AND IS ONLY POSSESSED BY CONSCIOUS, 

RATIONAL SUBJECTS 

on the internalist view, knowledge is only possessed by conscious rational subjects. 

Children and animals simply don’t know anything, because they are not in a position to be able to 

justify or recognise reasons for what they believe. 

5. Knowledge and rationality. 

on this internalist view, knowledge is very tightly bound up with rationality.  

A person knows something only if he/she is capable of understanding and accepting good reasons 

for believing certain things, but not others.  

The internalist will argue that this is exactly as it should be. 

After all, we can and do acquire knowledge via reasoning.  

If someone is incapable of reasoned thought, then we might wonder whether they can be said to know 

anything at all. 

6. Making sense of why lucky guesses aren’t knowledge  

Examples of true belief that seem to be something less than knowledge. 

(i) The lucky guess. Every week Tom believes that his national lottery ticket will win. One week it 

wins. 

Here Tom doesn’t know that it will win, because he has no right to believe that it will win.  

He does not know anything that counts as evidence that he will win. He knows of no good reason for 

his belief. 

(ii) The clairvoyant dream. Sue wakes up one morning with the conviction that Tony Blair has died, 

in Rome, in the night. You ask her why she thinks this, and she has no idea “Oh, it just popped 

into my head, but I’m sure it’s right” she says. Bizarrely, she is right. 

The epistemic internalist argues that someone’s belief is justified only if that person has reasons 

for that belief, and they cash out the idea of having reasons for belief in terms of being conscious 

of, or knowing of, something that counts in favour of that belief being true.  

Inte rna lis t  v ie w:  “Look, the internalist account fits with our intuitions about what knowledge 

is.  

When we say that children and animals know things, we are just talking metaphorically”. 

7. Epistemic responsibility 

On the view of knowledge that we are developing here, individual subjects can be held epistemically 

responsible.  

One meaning is: the person that makes something happen  

Another meaning, legal responsibility, is bound up with notions like being in control and knowing 

what one is doing.  

Normal, sober, sane, adults are responsible for what they do, they can shape their lives according to 

their best ability to reason.  
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The epistemically responsible agent is one who refrains from believing things when there is nothing 

to be said in their favour. 

 a person can act in an epistemically responsible way but still be wrong!! Human beings are fallible.  

Epistemic Normativity: 

knowledge is a “normative” phenomenon.  

That is, there are standards or norms by which beliefs can be evaluated as better or worse, as correct, 

incorrect, as justified or not justified.  

There are lots of non-normative phenomena.  

For example, it’s a fact that the boiling point of water is 100 degrees. But it makes no sense to ask 

whether it is right or wrong that water boils at 100 degrees. 

But knowledge and belief are not like this. Beliefs is a normative affair.  

We can always ask whether we ought to believe what we do believe. 

two kinds of evaluation: (1) evaluating beliefs with regard to their truth or falsity; (2) evaluat ing 

beliefs with regard to whether there are good reasons for believing. 

8. What’s next? 

Next, we’re going to look at the structure of knowledge e.g., does knowledge rest upon a 

“foundation” of “basic” beliefs?  

we’ll then turn to the issue of scepticism (e.g., do we have any knowledge at all?). 

This picture of knowledge (internalist, individualist) was the “standard” picture of knowledge in 

philosophy.  

In recent years, however, [and “recent” in philosophy can mean something like “within the past fifty 

years”] this picture has been subject to serious criticism.  

whether internalism really is the only way we can think about knowledge and look at “externalis t” 

accounts of knowledge.  

We’ll look at whether knowledge is an “absolute” concept (i.e., is there some context-free objective 

fact of the matter as to what a person knows)  

we’ll raise questions about individualism, by looking at the way our beliefs seem to depend upon 

others (and what they say)  

when we don’t have access to their reasons for what they say (we have to trust them!). 

 

Study Questions 

Section A: Nuts And Bolts 

1. What does ‘justification’ mean in epistemology? [e.g., justification of what? by whom?] 

2. What is folk epistemology? 

3. What is a reason for believing something? 

4. What does “internal” mean in the context of “internalism”. 



5 

5. In what sense is justification “internal”? 

6. What is meant by “epistemically accessible”?   What sorts of thing are epistemically accessible? 

7. In what sense is (epistemic) justification individualistic? 

8. What considerations count in favour of viewing epistemic justification in this internalis t, 

individualistic way?  [e.g., how would you argue in favour of the internalist view, if you had to!] 

9. Is our folk epistemology an internalist one? 

 

Section B 

10.a  Can someone have reason to believe that it is raining, but not believe it? 

10.b Can someone believe that it is raining, without having a reason? 

10.c If someone cannot explain why they believe something do they believe it? 

10.d If someone cannot explain why they believe something, but they turn out to be right, did they 

know it all along? 

11.a Tom says that Tony Blair is dead.  Give four different ways that Tom might justify his belief. 

11.b Tom says that Tony Blair is dead.  Give three ways that Tom might try to justify his claim but 

fail to do so. 

12. How does folk epistemology differ from “philosophical” epistemology? 

13.  Can someone be epistemically irresponsible? Can you think of examples (people you know, 

people in the media) of epistemic irresponsibility?  List them. 

14.  Can a three year old be epistemically irresponsible? 

15.  Suppose your thermometer is broken, is it epistemically irresponsible? 

16.  Suppose your thermometer is broken, would it be epistemically irresponsible for you to rely on 

it? 

17.  Suppose your thermometer is OK, but you think that is broken. Would it be epistemica lly 

irresponsible for you to rely on it? 

18.  Is knowledge (still!) justified true belief? 


