
Coherentism 

 

1. Knowledge and justification are structured like a web where the strength of any given area 

depends on the strength of the surrounding areas.  

2. Coherentists, then, deny that there are any basic beliefs.  

3. there are two different ways of conceiving of basicality: as the denial of doxastic basicality or 

as the denial of epistemic basicality.  

 

Doxastic Coherentism  

4. Every justified belief receives its justification from other beliefs in its epistemic 

neighborhood. 

5. Which beliefs might make up this set of justification-conferring neighborhood beliefs? 

6. two approaches to answering this question: (1) explanatory coherence (2) reliability coherence 

7. explanatory coherence (inference to the best explanation):  

(1) I am having a visual experience (E): the hat looks blue to me.  

(2) My having (E) is best explained by assuming that (H) is true. 

8. alternative explanations of why you have (E). Perhaps you are hallucinating that the hat is 

blue. Perhaps an evil demon makes the hat look blue to you when in fact it is red. Perhaps you 

are the sort of person [colour blind] to whom hats always look blue.  

9. An explanatory coherentist would say that, compared with these, the hat's actual blueness is a 

superior explanation. That's why your are justified in believing (H).  

10. How to explain the lack of justification. Suppose you remember that you just took a 

hallucinatory drug that makes things look blue to you. That would prevent you from being 

justified in believing (H). The explanatory coherentist can account for this by pointing out that, 

in the case we are considering now, the truth of (H) would not be the best explanation of why 

you are having experience (E).  

11. If there are two competing explanations, E1 and E2, and E1 consists of or includes a proposition 

that you are not justified in believing whereas E2 does not, then E2 is better than E1.  

12. One problem for explanatory coherentists is to make us understand, in nonepistemic terms, 

why the favored explanation is really better than the competing explanations. 

13. puting the cart before the horse: Explanatory coherentism is supposed to make us understand 

where justification comes from. It doesn't do that if it accounts for the difference between better 

and worse explanations by making use of the difference between justified and unjustified belief. 

If explanatory coherentism were to proceed in this way, it would be a circular. 

 

Reliability Coherentism 

14.  Justificatory relation or J-factor: possessing a link between the belief that p and p's truth. 

Suppose the subject knows that the origin of her belief that p is reliable. So she knows that beliefs 

coming from this source tend to be true: 

(1) I am having a visual experience (E): the hat looks blue to me.  

(3) Experiences like (E) are reliable. 

Call coherentism of this kind reliability coherentism.  



 

15. Like explanatory coherentism, this view faces a circularity problem. If (H) receives its 

justification in part because you also believe (3), (3) itself must be justified. But where would 

your justification for (3) come from?  

16. One answer would be: from your memory of perceptual success in the past.  

17. The problem is that you can't justifiably attribute a good track record to your perceptual faculties 

without using your perceptual faculties.  

18. So if reliability coherentism is going to work, it would have to be legitimate to use a faculty for 

the very purpose of establishing the reliability of that faculty itself.  

19. Some epistemologists think that would not be legitimate. 

20. rebutting skepticism: "You cannot use perception to justify the reliability of perception! You 

cannot use memory to justify the reliability of memory! You cannot use induction to justify the 

reliability of induction! Such attempts to respond to the skeptic's concerns involve blatant, indeed 

pathetic, circularity." - Richard Fumerton 

21. explanatory coherentism and reliability coherentism both are versions of doxastic 

coherentism. 

22. Do people, under normal circumstances, really form beliefs like (1), (2), and (3)? It would seem 

they do not. It could be objected, therefore, that these two versions of coherentism make 

excessive intellectual demands of ordinary subjects who are unlikely to have the background 

beliefs that, according to these versions of coherentism, are needed for justification.  

23. This objection could be avoided by stripping coherentism of its doxastic element. The result 

would be the following version of coherentism, which results from rejecting EB (the epistemic 

conception of basicality): 

 

Dependence Coherentism  
Whenever one is justified in believing a proposition p1, one's justification for believing p1 depends on 

justification one has for believing some further propositions, p1, p2, … pn. 

24. An explanatory coherentist might say that, for you to be justified in believing (H), it's not 

necessary that you actually believe (1) and (2). However, it is necessary that you have 

justification for believing (1) and (2).  

It is your having justification for (1) and (2) that gives you justification for believing (H).  

25. A reliability coherentist might say that, to be justified in believing (H), you need not believe 

anything about the reliability of your belief's origin. You must, however, have justification for 

believing that your belief's origin is reliable; that is, you must have justification for (1) and (3).  

26. Both versions of dependence coherentism, then, rest on the supposition that it is possible to have 

justification for a proposition without actually believing that proposition. [how come …?] 

27. Dependence coherentism is a significant departure from the way coherentism has typically been 

construed by its advocates.  

According to the typical construal of coherentism, the view says that a given belief is justified, 

the subject must have certain further beliefs that constitute reasons for the given belief.  

28. Dependence coherentism rejects this. According to it, justification need not come in the form of 

beliefs. It can come in the form of introspective and memorial evidence that gives a subject 

justification for beliefs about either reliability or explanatory coherence.  

29. the "compromise position": In fact, dependence coherentism allows for the possibility that a 

belief is justified, not by receiving any of its justification from other beliefs, but solely by suitable 

perceptual experiences and memory content.  

30. The compromise position, then, may be characterized as follows: 
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i. it allows for doxastic basicality; 

ii. it does not allow for epistemic basicality; 

iii. it is inconsistent with doxastic coherentism; 

iv. it qualifies as a version of coherentism, namely dependence coherentism. 

Note that (iii) follows from (i), and (iv) from (ii).  

33. independence foundationalism asserts that a basic belief's justification is completely 

independent of having justification for any other beliefs.  

34. The logic of the conflict between foundationalism and coherentism seems to suggest that, 

ultimately, the conflict between the two views boils down to that between dependence 

coherentism and independence foundationalism. 

 

Why Coherentism? 

35. perceptual experience can play a justificatory role. 

36. if perceptual experiences have propositional content, they cannot stop the justificatory regress 

because they would then be in need of justification themselves.  

37. Irritating but legitimate question: Suppose I ask you: "Why do you think that the hat is blue?" 

You answer: "Because it looks blue to me." There are sensible further questions I might ask at 

that point. For instance, I might ask: "Why do you think its looking blue to you gives you a 

reason for thinking it is blue?" Or I might ask: "Couldn't you be mistaken in believing it looks 

blue to you?" The latter question might irritate you, but it would not be illegitimate.  

38. After all, we can reasonably doubt that introspective beliefs about how things appear to us are 

infallible.  

39. Is this a straw man fallacy? But now suppose I ask you: "Why do you suppose the perceptual 

experience in which the hat looks blue to you is justified?" In response to that question, you 

should accuse me of misusing the word ‘justification’.  

40. I might as well ask you what it is that justifies your headache when you have one, or what justifies 

the itch in your nose when you have one. The latter questions, you should reply, would be as 

absurd as my request for stating a justifying reason for your perceptual experience. 

41. To raise problems for experiential foundationalism, coherentists could press the J-question: 

Why are perceptual experiences a source of justification? If foundationalists answer the J-

question appealing to evidence that warrants the attribution of reliability to perceptual 

experiences, experiential foundationalism morphs into dependence coherentism, or, as we have 

called it, the compromise position.  

42. independence foundationalism adopts the epistemic conception of basicality and views it as a 

matter of brute necessity that perception is a source of justification.  

43. Suppose we ask "Why is the sum of two and two four?" Isn't the answer "It couldn't be any other 

way" perfectly satisfactory? So sometimes, at least, a request for explaining the truth of p is met 

in a satisfying way by pointing out that p is necessarily true.  

44. thought experiment: We might try to describe a possible world in which, to use our example 

again, someone sees an object that looks blue to her, but the object's looking blue to her does not 

give her any justification at all for believing that the object is actually blue. If we can conceive 

of such a possible world, then we have reason to think that independence foundationalists are 

mistaken when they say that perceptual experience is necessarily a source of justification. 

 

Can we do it? 


