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Epistemic Justification 

 

epistemic concepts presuppose a single relational concept "So-and-so is at least as justified for S as is 

such-and such.", "so-and-so'' "believings" and "withholdings."  

 

"More justified," & "at least as justified."  

 

D 1 p is counterbalanced  for S = Df S is at least as justified in believing p as in believing the negation of 

p; and S is at least as justified in believing the negation  of_ p as in believing  p · 

 

The Greek skeptic, Pyrrho of Elis (c. 365-275 B.C.) - all propositions are counterbalanced. 

 

Pyrrhonism - trying to avoid having unjustified belief is more reasonable than trying to have justified 

belief, as we will see, is not presupposed by the present book. 

 

D2 p is probable for S = Df believing the negation of p, S is more justified in believing p. 

  

Epistemic probability vs statistical probability:  

We must take care to distinguish this fundamental epistemic sense of "probable" from the sense that that 

expression has in statistics and in inductive logic.  

 

D3 p is beyond reasonable doubt for S = Df  S is more justified in believing p than in withholding p 

 

D4 p is evident for S = Df For every proposition q, believing p is at least as justified for S as is 

withholding q 

 

D5 p is certain for S = Df For every q, believing p is more justified for S than withholding q, and 

believing p is at least as justified for S as is believing q 

 

This concept is illustrated by those propositions about mental life that are sometimes called "self-

presenting." It is also illustrated by certain logical and metaphysical axioms that form the basis of what we 

know a priori.  

 

FORMAL EPISTEMIC PRINCIPLES 

 

We have taken "at least as justified as" as an undefined locution. Obviously, we have to take some 

locution as undefined. But the fact that we have not defined it does not mean that we cannot say anything 

about what is intended by it. If we set forth certain axioms for the locution, we can illuminate just what it 

is that we are tend to express by it. 

 

(A l) If A is more justified than B for S, then B is not more justified than A for S 

 

(A2) If  A is more justified than B for S, and if B is more justified than C for S, then A is more 

justified  than  C for S 

 

(A3) If the conjunction p&q is beyond reasonable doubt for S, then believing p&q is more justified 

for S than believing p while withholding q 

 

If "John is a musician" is beyond reasonable doubt and if "John's brother is a musician" is also beyond 

reasonable doubt, then accepting the conjunction, "John is a musician and John's brother is a musician," is 

more justified than accepting just one of the two conjuncts. 

 

(A4) If anything is probable for S, then something is certain for S 

 

This type of principle is one feature of what is called "founadationalism" in the theory of knowledge 
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THE OBJECTIVITY PRINCIPLE 

 

(A5) If S knows that p, then, if S believes that he knows that p, then S knows that he knows that p 

 

What could we say to one who does not believe that this principle is true? We could cite the following 

preanalytic data:  

(i) people often know that they know (I know that I know that I'm in Rhode Island); and  

(ii) people know such things without having any specialized information about epistemology or the 

theory of epistemic justification. Hence  

(iii) when we know that p, it may be the case, not only that there is an experience that makes it 

known to us that p, but also that there is an experience that can make it known to us that we 

know that p. But what would the second experience be? Our objectivity principle tells us, in 

effect, that the second experience is the same as the first.  

 

THE 13 STEPS 

 

We note, finally, that our undefined epistemic concept and the axioms that may be provided for it enable us 

to set forth a hierarchy of epistemic concepts. This hierarchy involves 13 epistemic categories– 

 

Justified, not evident - The proposition that you will walk tomorrow may be beyond reasonable doubt 

for you. But nothing that you can find out today can make it evident for you today that you will walk 

tomorrow. 

 

The difference between what is evident and what is beyond reasonable doubt but not evident, is not a 

mere quantitative difference. It is a qualitative difference, like that between being in motion and being at 

rest. It is also comparable to the distinction between the situations wherein one is conscious and pas 

auditory sensations and that wherein one is conscious and has no auditory sensations. And it is comparable 

to the distinction between the situation wherein one is alive and conscious and that wherein one is alive but 

not conscious. 

 

A proposition is said to be “epistemically in the clear” for a subject S provided only that S is not more 

justified in withholding that proposition than in believing it.  

 

A proposition p is said to be “obvious” for a subject S provided only that, for every proposition q, S is 

more justified in believing p than in withholding  q. ' 

 

epistemic hierarchy 

+ 6. Certain 

+ 5. Obvious 

+ 4. Evident 

+ 3. Beyond Reasonable Doubt 

+ 2. Epistemically in the Clear 

+ 1. Probable 

   0. Counterbalanced 

- l. Probably False 

- 2. In the Clear to Disbelieve 

- 3. Reasonable to Disbelieve 

- 4. Evidently False 

- 5. Obviously False 

- 6. Certainly False 

 

A further principle that is needed to complete our hierarchy of 13 steps may be summarized this way: If a 

proposition p epistemically in the clear for S, then p is probable for S. Instances of it are: "If agnosticism is 

not more justified for S than theism, then theism is more justified for S than atheism"; and "If agnosticism 

is not more justified for S than atheism, then atheism is more justified for S than theism." The point of 

including this principle here is to insure that whatever is epistemically in the clear is also probable. 


