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Beginners Epistemology: Lecture 3 

The Architecture of Knowledge 

 

1. Introduction 

We’ve been engaged in giving an “analysis” of knowledge (a bit like chemical analysis), where 

we try to make explicit the various constituents or components of knowledge (the things that 

“make it up”).  

Knowledge requires belief, not just any old belief, but true belief.  

True belief is not sufficient for knowledge 

knowledge require reason for belief.  

structure of knowledge and justification. 

Each of us knows lots of different things.  

Now, if knowledge is justified true belief, then this implies that I have lots of justified true 

beliefs.  

I have the justified true belief that snow is white; I have the justified true belief that 2+2=4, and 

so on. 

2. Rationality and the epistemic regress problem 

Justification is a matter of having reasons for what one believes.  

But this leads us into our second important point: if having reasons for belief implies knowing 

those reasons for belief, then he/she must have further justified beliefs. Remember too that we 

distinguished: 

(i) reasons to believe something 

from 

(ii)  Someone’s reasons for believing 

Here we’re concerned with reasons for believing.   

Some beliefs depend upon and are based upon others. 

But this creates a problem! Are these further beliefs justified? If so, how? There seem to be two 

options here. 

OPTION 1: infinite regress – every justified belief is justified by some further belief  

OPTION 2: some beliefs are “basic”: they are not justified in terms of any further beliefs. 

Now, option 1 seems absurd.  

First of all, it seems to require too much of us – none of us knows an infinite number of things.  

Second, it just seems to be at odds with some fairly obvious facts about how we come to know 

things. 
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For example: I believe that the washing in my yard will be soaked.  Why, because I believe 

that it is raining. Why do I believe this? Because I can see the rain pounding down. But why 

do I believe that I can see the rain pounding down: uhh, I just do. Here we have a “chain of 

justification” where one belief is justified in terms of another, which, in turn, depends upon 

another, until we get to a point where justification comes to an end!  It stops.  It runs out. 

Think of your belief that you have two hands, or your belief that you are sitting reading, or 

hearing, this? What justifies that belief? Here you can show us your hands.  

But we might ask: why is that belief justified. If this kind of belief is not justified, how can it 

be the basis for knowledge?  

It seems absurd to suppose that my belief that my washing will be wet is justified if I can’t 

justify the belief that it is raining. 

3. Foundationalism and basic beliefs 

One philosophical response to this fact about justification (that some beliefs depend upon 

others until we get to beliefs that don’t seem to have any further justification) is to argue that 

knowledge can be based on some special beliefs: basic beliefs. 

But what is a basic belief? 

All that we have said so far is that: 

(i) Some beliefs are justified by other beliefs (they are indirectly, or mediately justified) 

(ii) Some beliefs are not justified by other beliefs: they are BASIC beliefs. 

(iii)  The former, ultimately, depend upon the latter for their justification. 

This view of the “architecture” of knowledge and justification is called foundationalism. 

But this general claim about the structure of knowledge and justification does not tell us what 

these basic beliefs are, nor does it tell us anything about what it is to be justified. 

There are a number of foundationalist options here. 

(i) There are no justified basic beliefs. 

(ii) There are “self-justifying” basic beliefs. 

(iii) There are basic beliefs but they don’t need to be justified. 

(iv) There are basic beliefs but they are justified by something other than more beliefs. 

In the remainder of this lecture I want to briefly explore one way of developing: the idea that 

some beliefs are self-justifying. 

The classic example of this line of thinking, of course, is Descartes’ Meditations. 

4. Descartes’ foundation: the cogito as self-justifying 

Descartes saw that there was a problem with knowledge. If our knowledge of some things rests 

upon others, how can we have knowledge at all unless we can ensure that the foundation is 

secure?  

he seems to be saying is that he believed all sorts of things, which he now doesn’t, and that he 

based lots of others beliefs on these false beliefs.   



3 

the dreaming argument and the evil demon scenario show that we can’t guarantee that our 

perceptual beliefs are true.  

In Descartes’ view this means that they can’t provide us with a foundation for knowledge and 

science. Descartes’ cunning solution (and you’ll remember this from last year) involves four 

stages: 

(1) Stage 1: the “cogito”.  He realises that the proposition “I think, therefore I am” must be 

true whenever he thinks it. 

The cogito seems to be “self-standing” as something that one has reason to believe that it is 

true.   

how does the cogito (“I think; I am”) provide a basis for any other beliefs? 

5. Descartes’ cunning foundationalist strategy 

What Descartes does (by way of revision) takes three more stages. 

(2) Stage 2: “clear and distinct ideas”. He notes that the cogito is something that he 

understands very clearly and distinctly, he then asks whether there is anything else that he 

understands in this way. 

The idea here is that clearness and distinctness is, he thinks, a “mark” or “indicator” of being 

justified. 

(3) Stage 3: “the existence of God”. He argues that he has clear and distinct ideas of the 

nature of God and these provide the basis for arguments for the existence of God. 

(4) Stage 4: “God as guarantor”. God guarantees that we are not completely deceived and 

that it’s within our power to know things. 

6. There’s more to foundationalism than Descartes’ version of it 

Justification has a “foundationalist” structure because some beliefs seem to depend upon others 

and this leads to the question about how an individual’s set or “system” or “network” of beliefs 

gets to be justified.  

7. Foundationalism and the goals and priority of epistemology 

Foundationalist structure of knowledge and justification provides philosophers with specific 

goals. Once we realise that many of our beliefs depend on others, a number of questions arise, 

questions like: 

(i) What does our knowledge rest upon? 

(ii) Does it rest upon a “firm” foundation, such that we can be assured that our beliefs are, 

by and large, correct? 

(iii)  What are the correct methods and means to secure knowledge? 

Foundationalist structure of knowledge not only gives philosophy certain goals, it also seems 

to give it a fundamental priority over other disciplines, especially those that deal in making 

claims about how things are.  
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Study Questions 

Section A 

1. What do we mean by the “architecture” of knowledge? 

2. In what sense do some of your beliefs depend upon others? 

3. In what sense are some of your beliefs based upon others (is your answer the same as for 

2?) 

4. What is a chain of justification? 

5. What is the “epistemic regress” problem? 

6. Does the epistemic regress problem depend upon internalist theories of justification? 

7. What is (epistemic) foundationalism? 

8. What are basic beliefs? 

9. Must there be basic beliefs? 

10.  Are basic beliefs self-justifying? 

11.  Why should we assume that there are “basic beliefs”? 

12.  Does foundationalism imply anything about which beliefs are basic? 

13.  Does the epistemic regress problem only arise for someone’s reasons for believing (but not 

for reasons to believe)? 

 

Section B 

14. Can you refute foundationalism by refuting Descartes? 

15. What was Descartes’ trying to achieve in the Meditations? 

16.  Does he succeed? 

17.  Why does Descartes’ foundationalist strategy run into problems? 

18.  What are the goals of (philosophical) epistemology? 

19.  How does foundationalism help establish the goals of epistemology? 

20.  How does foundationalism help establish the priority of epistemology? 

 

 


