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Davidson once claimed that the only thing that could justify a belief was another
belief.1 That seems very implausible. If I see a piece a burnt toast in front of me and
believe, on that basis, that the toast is burnt, part of what seems to be justifying my
belief is my perceptual experience. So, unless experiences are beliefs, it can’t be true
that beliefs can only be justified by other beliefs. They can also be justified, at least in
part, by one’s perceptual experiences. In this paper I’m not going to do any more to
persuade you that what Davidson says is false. I think it’s obvious that it’s false. What’s
much less obvious, and what I want to look at, is whether perceptual experiences can
justify perceptual beliefs all by themselves, or whether it’s only in conjunction with
other beliefs that they can do so. Let’s call the first view - the view that perceptual
experiences can justify perceptual beliefs without relying on other beliefs for their
justificatory force - the Purely Experiential View.2 And let’s call the second view -
the view that perceptual experiences can only justify perceptual beliefs in conjunction
with other beliefs - the Mixed View. My question in this paper is whether the Purely
Experiential View is defensible or whether the only defensible view is the Mixed View.
I’ll argue that the Purely Experiential View had better be defensible, if we want to
avoid being overly sceptical about perceptual knowledge. But notice that both views
are incompatible with Davidson’s view- a view we might call the Purely Doxastic View.

Why should anyone think the Mixed View is the only defensible view? In other
words, why should anyone think that when it comes to one’s perceptual beliefs, other
beliefs must always be playing a justificatory role? In the rest of this paper I’m going to
discuss one particular argument in favour of that view. I think it’s the best argument in
favour of that view, so it’s significant if it doesn’t work. I’m going to call the argument
the Argument from Defeasibility, since the argument claims that it follows from the fact
that perceptual justification is defeasible, that it’s always partly belief-based. And what
I’m going to argue is that that doesn’t follow; I think that perceptual justification is de-
feasible, but I’ll show why that doesn’t mean beliefs are always playing a justificatory

∗ciarafairley2@hotmail.com
1Davidson (1990).
2That is a view about where justification comes from; specifically, about whether it always comes from

beliefs. That view is not undermined by the fact that you may need to have beliefs in order to have certain
experiences; or you may need them to have the belief the experience is then claimed to justify. It’s a view
about whether perceptual beliefs necessarily draw part of their justification from other beliefs.
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role. So I’ll show why the Argument from Defeasibility doesn’t give us any reason to
think the Mixed View is the only defensible view. As far as that argument goes, we’re
free to endorse the Purely Experiential View and I’ll give two reasons why that, in fact,
is the view that we ought to endorse.

Since the Argument assumes that perceptual justification is defeasible, we need to
know what that means, and we need to know how it’s supposed to follow from this that
such justification must always be partly belief-based. To say it’s defeasible is to say it
can be defeated. In the literature there are two sorts of cases in which people like to
claim that a perceptual justification actually gets defeated. One is Goldman’s famous
barn example. In this case you’re looking at the only real barn in an environment full
of fakes that you can’t discriminate from the real thing.3 The other kind of case is one
I’ve taken from Mike Martin. Martin writes:

Suppose you know that I have a system capable of causing perfect hallu-
cinations of oranges in subjects, and that I regularly run tests where I al-
ternate the actual viewing of an orange with a perfect hallucination of one.
You subject yourself to my machine. Unknown to you the machine has
developed a serious fault and is incapable of causing hallucinations: if it
looks to you as if there is an orange there, then that could only have been
because you are seeing one. Nonetheless, you have information, which
seems sufficient to make rational a doubt on your part as to whether there
really is an orange before you when it looks to you as if that is what is
there. . . you have reason sufficient to undermine the warrant that experi-
ence provides for judgment.4

Clearly, these are very different sorts of cases. What’s in common is just that in
both cases the subject lacks knowledge we think she might otherwise have had: you
would know it was a barn were it not for the presence of the fakes, and you would
know it was an orange if you could only ignore the misleading evidence. Those factors
prevent you from acquiring knowledge and in that sense they ‘defeat’ your justification.
Insofar as there is some single idea that people are trying to track when they talk about
a subject’s justification being defeated, that’s it.5 The differences, and of course the
interest, lie in the different explanation we give of why that’s so - those explanations,
in turn, give us different senses in which a subject’s justification can be defeated.

Take the barn case. Here it doesn’t look like we can explain why the subject fails
to know in terms of the idea that it’s unreasonable for her to believe what she does.
There need be no sense in which she ought to be aware of the fakes. It’s just bad luck
they happen to be around. Here, the problem seems to lie with the way the subject’s

3Goldman (1976).
4Martin (2001).
5The fact the cases are so different can led one to think otherwise. Nonetheless, both get labelled as

cases of ‘defeat’ and my focus on knowledge is an attempt to make sense of that common labelling. Though
different authors clearly have different cases in mind. Lehrer and Paxson’s original discussion of defeasibility
clearly has Goldman-esque cases in mind where defeat does not deprive one of ‘justification’, but merely
explains why one’s justified true belief doesn’t count as a case of knowledge. More recent discussion (like
that one finds in Pryor and Peacocke) has tended to focus on the sort of case Martin has in mind. Here there
is a much stronger temptation to think that defeat actually takes away one’s justification.
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MAKING SENSE OF PERCEPTUAL DEFEASIBILITY 27

externally hooked up to the world - in relying on that connection, she could easily have
gone wrong. And that’s why she’s deprived of knowledge. I’m going to call cases
like that, cases of External Defeat – to highlight the fact that it’s the subject’s external
connection that’s at fault. In the orange case, by contrast, things seem to be the other
way round. Here, it’s not that there’s anything intrinsically defective about the way the
subject’s hooked up to the world - it need be no accident if what she believes turns out
to be true. In Martin’s case, the machine is broken: as he emphasises, if it looks to her
as if there’s an orange there that could only have been because she’s seeing one. So the
problem isn’t that the subject’s connection isn’t basically a good one in some sense; it’s
just that she can’t reasonably rely upon it, given the evidence available to her. She can’t
reasonably exploit the advantage it would normally afford her and persist in her usual
perceptual beliefs. To do so would be unreasonable. And it’s in that sense in which her
justification is defeated. Let’s call these kinds of cases, cases of Internal Defeat.

Some people deny that perceptual justification is capable of being defeated in these
ways.6 I’m going to assume that’s a mistake. So I’m not going to dispute that part of
the Argument from Defeasibility. The important question for my purposes is whether
that shows that the Mixed View is correct. Why should anyone think that? In other
words, why think it follows from the fact one’s justification can be defeated in these
ways, that it’s always partly belief-based? How, indeed, do beliefs even seem to get into
the picture? To see how, let’s go back to our examples. In our examples the presence of
the fake barns and the evidence you’re subject to the hallucination machine both defeat
your justification; they’re both circumstances whose actual obtaining deprives you of
knowledge you might otherwise have had. I’m going to call circumstances like that,
defeating circumstances. The central idea underlying the Argument from Defeasibility
is that where we’ve got a belief that’s capable of being defeated, it’s always the case
that at least part of what justifies you in that belief is the belief that you’re not in
defeating circumstances. So that’s how beliefs get introduced – it’s the belief that
you’re not in defeating circumstances –that, for example, it’s not the case that you’re in
an environment littered with fake barns, or it’s not the case that there’s evidence you’re
subject to a hallucination machine - that you’ve got to have according to the Argument
from Defeasibility. Now of course, for any given perceptual belief there’s presumably
an infinite number of ways in which one’s justification might be defeated and we might
not want to require that one actually believe with respect to each and every one of these
ways that things aren’t like that. So, perhaps we’ll require instead that one just have
the general belief that defeating circumstances don’t obtain. But either way, there’s
always some belief that you have to have according to that Argument.

The point of the Argument, of course, is to suggest that those beliefs (however
exactly we cash them out) are an essential part of what makes it the case that your
ordinary perceptual beliefs are justified – they are part of the source of justification
for one’s perceptual beliefs. That’s why the Argument from Defeasibility is meant to
be argument in favour of the Mixed View. So how does the Argument support that
claim? I can think of two reasons that might tempt us to think that. The first is that
your perceptual beliefs – your beliefs about barns and the like – would presumably not

6Michael Ayers sometimes gives the impression of thinking this. See Ayers (1991; Ch 19, esp. pp.
170–171).
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be justified if you believed that you were in a case in which defeating circumstances
obtained. If you believed that you were in a landscape littered with barn facades or that
you really were subject to a machine capable of producing perfect hallucinations, then
the only reasonable thing to do would be to refrain from relying on your experiences in
forming your perceptual beliefs. If you don’t, your perceptual beliefs aren’t justified.
That can make it natural to suppose that part of what makes those beliefs justified in
the ordinary case is just that you believe you’re not in a case in which those conditions
do obtain.

That’s the first reason. The second reason looks at what kind of explanation we
can give of what’s going on in cases of defeat. The thought here is that in the case in
which defeating conditions do obtain – in the case in which there are fake barns, and
there is evidence you’re hallucinating - the belief that those conditions don’t obtain is
false. So, if we assume a subject can’t acquire knowledge where what she believes rests
essentially upon a false belief, then we can explain why you don’t acquire knowledge
in cases of defeat if we assume that you have to believe those conditions don’t obtain.
We can explain it in terms of the no false lemmas requirement and that’s a requirement
we’ve got independent reason to accept. So it’s a neat explanatory story.7

We have at least two reasons then to think the that belief defeating conditions don’t
obtain is playing some kind of justificatory role, just as the Mixed View claims it is;
the first adverts to the unreasonableness of believing defeating conditions do obtain;
and the second draws attention to the explanatory advantages of that suggestion. Given
that’s so, why should we want to resist that thought? What’s wrong with thinking that
part of what justifies your perceptual beliefs about oranges, and barns, is the belief that
you’re not in defeating circumstances? Here are two major problems with that sugges-
tion. I think they’re decisive – so I’ll argue we ought to reject it. The first and most
obvious problem is that in order to believe defeating conditions don’t obtain you have
to possess the concepts that figure in that belief. But is everyone really that concep-
tually sophisticated? Those who aren’t, lack perceptual knowledge according to the
Mixed View. And that looks very implausible. Call that the Hyper-Intellectualisation
Problem.

The second problem concerns the epistemic status of the belief that you’re not
in defeating circumstances. That belief is clearly playing an epistemic role on the
envisaged account: it’s meant to be part of what justifies you in any given perceptual
belief. But we might wonder how that can be so unless that belief is itself justified.
That’s certainly what the so-called Epistemic Regress Argument would have us think:
according to that argument, beliefs can only play a justificatory role where they are
themselves justified. And there’s something very intuitive about that thought. But if
this belief does need to be justified, then we face the problem of saying what justifies
it, and a lack of any obvious candidates. No doubt one can acquire a justification
for believing such conditions don’t obtain, but it seems equally obvious that one has
normally done no such thing. Call that the Epistemic Regress Problem.

These worries are independent of one another, but if either is well founded the
Mixed View threatens to give rise to an unpalatable scepticism about perceptual knowl-
edge. That, I take it, gives us prima facie reason to reject it. So what’s the alternative?

7That is a line of thought Gilbert Harman is very keen to push. See Harman (1973).
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The simplest way to avoid these problems is to avoid endorsing that view in the
first place – hence, to deny the belief about defeating conditions is always playing
a justificatory role. That means undermining the two considerations, which earlier
seemed to make that look plausible. How might that be done? Let’s start with the
appeal to explanation. The idea here, remember, is we can explain why you don’t
know in cases of defeat if we assume that you have to believe defeating conditions
don’t obtain. We just appeal to the no false lemma’s requirement – and we ought to
accept that requirement anyway. I don’t want to dispute any of that. So for me the
important question is whether we can offer an alternative explanation - one that doesn’t
appeal to beliefs. That’s hardest in cases of internal defeat. In cases of external defeat,
after all, we can presumably just appeal to the fact that the subject isn’t reliably hooked
up to world in order to explain why she lacks knowledge – Goldman’s barn spotter
could easily have gone wrong in believing what she does, given the presence of the
fakes - and knowledge, in general, excludes that kind of easy possibility. So there’s no
obvious temptation to introduce beliefs to explain what’s gone wrong.

But that explanation needn’t be available in cases of internal defeat. In Martin’s
orange case, there need be no sense in which, by ignoring the misleading evidence
and simply persisting in one’s ordinary perceptual beliefs, you could easily have gone
wrong; we can perfectly well imagine subjects who are highly reliable in doing just
that. Nonetheless, we think that doing so isn’t a way to acquire knowledge. Indeed,
unlike in cases of external defeat we think that doing so isn’t even a way to acquire
justified perceptual beliefs. Given the evidence available, you ought not to believe that
there’s an orange before you when that’s how things look, whether or not you could
easily have gone wrong in so doing. Here, I take it, there really is a temptation to intro-
duce beliefs to explain why that’s so. For here it can seem like the most straightforward
explanation of why it wouldn’t be reasonable to ignore that evidence – of why doing
that isn’t a way to acquire justified perceptual beliefs - is just that: in order for those
beliefs to be justified you have to be justified in believing that those conditions don’t
obtain. That’s why the evidence undermines your justification, because it renders that
belief unjustified and that belief is part of what makes your perceptual beliefs justified.

I think that’s the real force of the explanatory challenge; that’s what’s really intu-
itive about thinking that that belief is playing a justificatory role. That’s why I think
cases of internal defeat are the more fundamental in some ways – because there does
seem to be a connection between whether or not your perceptual beliefs are justified
and whether or not you’re justified in believing that defeating circumstances don’t ob-
tain.8 Nonetheless, I think we should resist the further thought expressed above. I think
we should resist the temptation to explain that connection – to explain why evidence
those conditions do obtain can undermine your justification - in terms of the idea that
part of what makes your perceptual beliefs justified to begin with is your being justified

8In cases of external defeat one might be justified in believing that defeating conditions did not obtain and
still lack knowledge (assuming one can be justified in a false belief). So whether or not you know doesn’t
even seem to depend on whether or not you’re justified in that belief. In cases of internal defeat, by contrast,
it’s tempting to think that your failure to be justified in the belief about the absence of defeaters is all that
stands in your way and so all that prevents you from acquiring knowledge: after all, if you were justified in
believing the evidence was misleading, you presumably would know – given that you could then reasonably
ignore that evidence. This is the heart of Kripke’s unpublished paradox in this context. See Harman for a
discussion. Harman, G. ibid.
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in believing those conditions do not obtain. That’s the move I’m resisting here. And
I’ve already conceded that I don’t think we can explain why that’s so in terms of the
fact that you need be being unreliable in ignoring such evidence.9 What I think, then,
is that we have to just accept it as a basic fact about perceptual justification that that’s
so. I think there may be no deeper explanation to be had of why you can’t reasonably
ignore such evidence - it’s just a fact about the kind of knowledge you can acquire by
means of your senses that you can’t. I’m going to return to that thought again at the
end, but for now that’s all I’m going to say about the appeal to explanation.

So what about the first consideration in favour of the Mixed View– the one that
points out that your perceptual beliefs wouldn’t be justified if you believed that de-
feating circumstances did obtain. And so hypothesises that part of what makes them
justified in the ordinary case is your believing such circumstances do not obtain. Can
we avoid appealing to beliefs in order to make sense of what’s going on here? Here, I
take it, there really is an obvious alternative. Instead of requiring that one believe de-
feating circumstances do not obtain, why not just claim that one has to lack the belief
that they do? If what’s meant to be odd is just the combination of the two attitudes
– one’s believing both that ‘that’s a barn’ and that ‘one’s surrounded by fakes one
couldn’t discriminate from the real thing’– then we can surely get round that by simply
requiring that one just not have the latter belief.

Clearly, if the aim is avoid introducing beliefs into the justificatory story, this move
will only work if we can distinguish between [believing it’s not the case those condi-
tions obtain] and [not believing that they do obtain]. That is, between believing that
not-p and failing to believe that p. But, that’s a distinction we obviously can and do
make. As Evans points out ‘I believe that p’ admits of both internal and external nega-
tion.10 If that’s right, then why isn’t it enough to claim that in order for your perceptual
beliefs to be justified you have to lack the belief that defeating conditions do obtain,
without requiring you believe they do not? That needn’t be to deny that conceptually
sophisticated subjects sometimes do believe certain defeaters aren’t present. But that
doesn’t show that what makes their perceptual beliefs justified is the fact that they have
this belief. As far as what’s justifies them goes, it’s enough that they merely lack a
certain belief. And if that’s right, then their justification needn’t be partly belief-based.
Maybe that shows that a subject’s perceptual experiences don’t justify her perceptual
beliefs all by themselves; but she doesn’t need anything more in the way of beliefs.
And that’s the claim the Mixed View needs.

By appealing to the absence of belief in this way we avoid both of the original
objections to the Mixed View. The first worry, recall, was about the conceptually unso-
phisticated, and the sceptical implications of requiring them to have concepts it seems
implausible to suppose they have. The present proposal gets round that problem be-
cause while it’s true that you need certain concepts in order to believe that defeating
circumstances don’t obtain; it’s not true that you need those concepts in order to lack
the belief that they do. Indeed, you can lack the belief precisely because you lack
the concepts you’d need in order to possess it. So the present proposal doesn’t have

9That is the sort of move one finds in Tyler Burge: the basic idea is that one couldn’t be ‘reliable’ in
ignoring ‘misleading evidence’ (on some suitable reading of reliable). I’m happy if that move can be made
to work: it certainly makes things easier. I’m just sceptical that it can be made to work. See Burge (1993).

10Evans (1982).
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the sceptical consequences that the Mixed View seems to have for the conceptually
unsophisticated.

The second worry concerned the regressive consequences of the Mixed View. That
View claims that part of what justifies you in any given perceptual belief is another
belief. But it’s natural to think that where what justifies you in a given belief includes
another belief, we can always ask and expect an answer to the question of what in turns
justifies one in that belief. If so, then the Mixed View threatens to give rise to a certain
kind of epistemic regress: a regress lots of people think would be vicious. It’s therefore
an advantage of the present proposal that it also avoids that consequence. It avoids it
because one doesn’t need to believe that defeating circumstances don’t obtain. One
merely needs to lack a belief to the contrary. It’s the absence of a certain belief that
is doing the epistemic work. And while we clearly can ask of a given belief - what
justifies it? – the same doesn’t seem to be true of the absence of a belief.

This proposal is along the right lines but it’s not quite right as it stands. To see why
not let’s go back to the case of the subject who has excellent reason to believe she’s
subject to a machine capable of causing perfect hallucinations of oranges. In those
circumstances, most subjects will no longer believe that there’s an orange before them
when that’s how things looks – they’ll refraining from forming such beliefs in the first
place. But let’s suppose that’s not so; let’s imagine a subject who, when presented with
the evidence, just refuses to believe that anything is amiss and simply persists in her
unqualified perceptual beliefs. And suppose this subject doesn’t have any more reason
to discount the misleading evidence than the rest of us; she’s just more stubborn. Now
this subject certainly fails to believe that defeating circumstances obtain; she lacks the
belief the present proposal claims she has to lack. But her perceptual beliefs are surely
not reasonable. They’re not reasonable, you might think, precisely because it’s not
reasonable for her to fail to believe that those conditions do obtain; she fails to have
a belief which a normal subject can reasonably be expected to have. And she, no less
than the normal subject, is thereby deprived of perceptual knowledge.

Examples like this suggest that it’s not enough that a subject merely lack the belief
that defeating circumstances obtain; the fact she lacks that belief must itself be rea-
sonable or justified. The absence of beliefs, it now seems, no less than their presence,
is something for which we can reasonably be held accountable. That clearly poses a
problem for the present line of thought. The original idea, remember, was that, while
we could ask what made a belief reasonable, we couldn’t ask the same thing of the
absence of a belief. That’s how appealing to the absence of beliefs was meant to give
us a way of terminating the regress. But if there’s no asymmetry in this respect between
beliefs and their absence, then we haven’t addressed that problem: for we can simply
rephrase our original question and ask about what makes it reasonable for her to lack
the belief that defeating circumstances obtain? The worry is then twofold. First, we
want an answer to this question. But second, the most obvious answer bring us right
back to where we started. If it’s other beliefs which must makes your lack of belief
reasonable, then the detour through the absence of belief will have been just that: a
detour. We’ll be back with a partially belief-based story – and that was just what we
wanted to avoid.

What should we say in response to this challenge, given that we want to avoid
appealing to beliefs? The simplest, and I think the best response to this worry is surely
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just to deny that what justifies a subject’s failure to believe something need be her
other beliefs. On reflection, it’s clear that’s an assumption we’ve got no reason to
accept. For instance, I don’t presently believe that ‘there’s a pink elephant standing
outside the door’. And it’s surely reasonable for me not to believe this. But what
makes it reasonable for me not to believe this needn’t be some other belief of mine, or
my having positive grounds for believing that things aren’t so. Intuitively, what makes
it reasonable for me not to believe that there’s a pink elephant outside is the fact that I
have no grounds or no reason to believe that there is (which is not to say I have reason
to believe that it’s not the case that there is). The absence of certain beliefs, in other
words, can be reasonable in virtue of one’s not having any reasons for believing.

How does that help? Well, similarly, why not say that what justifies one’s failure to
believe that defeating circumstances obtain is the fact one lacks any reason to believe
that they do? That, in the ordinary case, what makes one’s lack of belief reasonable
is just one’s lack of grounds? That offers a neat solution to our earlier problem: the
problem, that is, of the person who subjects herself to what she has every reason to
believe is a machine capable of producing perfect hallucinations but who stubbornly
refuses to believe that anything is amiss. For while she certainly lacks the belief that
defeating conditions obtain, she clearly doesn’t lack grounds for believing that they do.
In that respect, though, her situation is precisely atypical: she doesn’t lack grounds for
believing that defeating conditions obtain, and that’s why she fails to acquire perceptual
knowledge. We, on the other hand, do lack reasons for believing they obtain – or, at
least, we do most of the time. And that’s why we, unlike her, count as acquiring
perceptual knowledge.

To briefly summarise where we’ve got to so far. The Mixed View claims that part of
what justifies one’s perceptual beliefs is one’s belief that defeating circumstances don’t
obtain. That’s what I’ve denied. I suggested instead that: in order for those beliefs
to be justified it must be reasonable for you to fail to believe that defeating conditions
obtain. So there is something on my account -over and above one’s experience - which
is playing an epistemic role, and is helping to justify one’s perceptual beliefs. But,
unlike on the Mixed View, it’s not other beliefs which are playing that role. It’s the fact
that one lacks reason to believe those conditions obtain, because it’s that fact which, in
the ordinary case at least, justifies one’s failure to believe.11

This revised proposal clearly offers us a solution to both of the two problems I
raised earlier. Unlike the Mixed View it doesn’t exclude the conceptually unsophis-
ticated from having perceptual knowledge; and, unlike the Mixed View, it does offer
us a way of terminating the alleged epistemic regress. For what, in the ordinary case,
helps justify one’s perceptual beliefs is just the fact that one lacks reasons for believing
that defeating circumstances do obtain. And unlike beliefs, about which we can always
ask: and what is the justification for them? - we can’t ask what one’s justification is
for the fact one has no reason to believe. That doesn’t make sense. Of course, we
can ask what justification one has for believing that one has no reason to believe those
conditions obtain. That certainly makes sense. But it’s a higher order question: it’s
a question about one’s justification for believing that one is justified. And we needn’t

11Indeed, perhaps it’s not even essential that one does fail to believe such conditions obtain, provided that
one lacks reason for believing they do. That would be one way to make sense of why the sceptic (who claims
to believe that such conditions do obtain) nonetheless counts as acquiring ordinary perceptual knowledge.
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accept that in order to be justified one must have justification for believing that one is
justified. Kept on one level, the regress ends; there need be no grounds for the fact there
are no grounds for believing something. It can simply be the case that there aren’t any.
FULL STOP. Of course, in a way the picture offered here is quite unlike the picture of
grounds that underlies the Regress Argument; on this picture, things can be reasonable
not only in virtue of the presence of certain grounds, but also in virtue of their absence.
So perhaps it’s not an entirely straight solution to the problem that argument raises. But
not all solutions are straight solutions.

That is the picture I want to defend and why I think it’s worth defending. I’m going
to end by outlining what I see as some of the major challenges it faces and how I think
they might be met. But before I do that I want to just say something about this way
of arguing for the view. My strategy has been to appeal to the absence of grounds as
a source of justification – because I claim that’s what justifies one failure to believe
defeating conditions obtain. But that may raise the following worry, namely: why
suppose this response is only available where the absence of belief is concerned? Why
not think that certain beliefs, (including the belief that defeating circumstances don’t
obtain), are reasonable or justified just in virtue of the fact that one lacks reasons to
the contrary?12 That they are, as certain philosophers like to put it, default reasonable?
Appealing to the absence of beliefs as I do only looks like a well-motivated alternative
if we assume there’s a significant asymmetry in this respect between beliefs and their
absence. But isn’t that assumption just another vestige of the bad way of thinking
that underpins the Regress Argument? Isn’t it precisely asymmetries like that which
I earlier criticised and claimed we ought to reject? So, once we have jettisoned the
conception of justification which underpins that Argument, why should we continue to
make this assumption? Why not just be more radical in our rejection of that whole line
of thought?

That, at least, is the worry. The short answer, I think, is that this is something
the Regress gets right. I think it is a distinctive feature of the absence of beliefs that
they can be reasonable or justified simply in virtue of the fact that one lacks reason to
believe. And I think the same can’t, in general, plausibly be said for beliefs; ordinarily
we just don’t tend to think that beliefs are ‘justified’ simply because one lacks reasons
for believing otherwise. Consider, for example, my failure to believe that it’s raining
outside as I sit indoors with no evidence either way. Intuitively, the fact that I lack
reason to believe it’s raining does make my lack of belief reasonable: I should refrain
from believing it is if I’ve got no evidence to that effect. But if that’s all my reasons (or
lack of reasons) point to then I should surely remain agnostic. I shouldn’t believe that
it’s not the case that it’s raining: my lack of evidence to the contrary does not support
taking that stand either. All it supports is my taking no stand (at least until further
evidence comes in).

Of course, it’s often the case that when we lack reason to believe p, we also have
reason to believe that not-p. I don’t just lack reason to believe there’s a pink elephant
outside; I also have reason to believe there’s not one out there—pink elephants are
pretty uncommon and any elephant would struggle to get up the stairs. That can have

12One finds that suggestion in the works of Crispin Wright. He claims to have got it from Wittgenstein.
Wright (1991)
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a confusing effect here. But the fact one may often have reasons of both sorts and
so may reasonably lack the belief that p and reasonably believe that not-p, shouldn’t
be allowed to obscure the underlying distinction.13 Intuitively, where one only lacks
any reason to believe p, that doesn’t thereby make it reasonable for one to believe that
not-p. It merely makes it reasonable for one to lack the belief that p. If that’s right
then merely lacking reasons to believe that defeating circumstances do obtain doesn’t
by itself give one reason to believe that they don’t. It merely makes it reasonable for
one to lack the belief that they do.

I think that contrast is intuitive and I think it reflects an important difference in our
attitude to beliefs and their absence. When one believes something one’s taking a stand
on how things are: one positively commits oneself to things being some way. When
one merely lacks a certain belief, by contrast, one makes no such commitment: one’s
intellectually silent as it were. Insofar as beliefs do involve taking such a stand, it’s
natural to think that they do as such require justification - that they aren’t justified until
and unless one has reasons against them, but that they require something in the way
of positive support. Indeed, that’s precisely what can seem so intuitively compelling
about the picture of justification that underlies the Regress: we tend to think that beliefs
should be adopted and maintained on the basis of evidence or reasons. Where that
argument goes wrong, if it does, is in supposing the same need be true of the absence
of beliefs.

So I think we shouldn’t be worried about the fact that the present line of thought
commits us to an important asymmetry in this respect between beliefs and their ab-
sence. However, that line of thought does raise two further questions, which are more
problematic and I want to end by briefly touching on them both. The first concerns
an asymmetry between what makes a belief reasonable and what makes one’s employ-
ment of a method reasonable. The second concerns what it is for one to lack any reason
to believe defeating circumstances obtain.

Starting with the first question: according to the present line of thought, beliefs
aren’t reasonable or justified just in virtue of the fact that one lacks reason to the con-
trary. I said that was intuitive and in some sense reflected the fact that in believing
something one’s not intellectual silent: one’s taking a stand on how things are. But
now consider one’s reliance on certain methods or procedures for belief-fixation such
as sense perception. According to the present line of thought, it’s not reasonable to
believe you can rely on those methods just in virtue of the fact that one lacks reasons
for thinking one can’t. But it presumably is reasonable to rely on them in the absence
of reasons for thinking that one can’t; one can reasonably rely on them –that is, one
can acquire justified beliefs by means of such reliance -provided only that one lacks
specific reasons for thinking otherwise. So, in this sense, the present line of thought is
committed to thinking that there is a fundamental asymmetry between holding a belief
and relying upon a certain method or procedure for forming beliefs.

Can that asymmetry be explained, and if so, how? Earlier I suggested that one
might reasonably lack a given belief in virtue of the fact that one lacks reason to be-

13I think it may be equally true in the perceptual case that one often has positive reason for believing
defeating conditions do not obtain: their obtaining is pretty unusual after all. What I’m sceptical of is
whether those reasons are independent of one’s justification for one’s ordinary perceptual beliefs. If not,
then it won’t be of any help to a proponent of the Mixed View.
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lieve, and I linked with this the idea that in lacking a belief (unlike in believing) one is
‘intellectually silent’. But it’s hard to see how the same could be said for one’s reliance
upon a given method or procedure. In what sense is one intellectually ‘silent’, after all,
when one positively relies upon a method?

That’s one challenge facing the present line of thought. I think it can be meet. And I
think meeting it involves explaining the different roles that beliefs and methods play in
one’s epistemic life. I can’t avoid the suspicion that the following is somehow relevant,
though spelling it out would be more difficult. One can reasonably be expected to
refrain from holding beliefs in the absence of reasons to the contrary. In the case of
beliefs, it is reasonable to demand more – to demand that one actually have reason for
believing they’re true, not just that one lack reasons for thinking they’re false. Not so
in the case of methods—at least methods like ‘the use of one’s senses’.14 One’s senses
may, of course, lead one astray. Nonetheless, avoiding relying on them until and unless
one has reason for thinking that one can is not a feasible epistemic policy. Indeed, if
for every method one relies upon, we require that one first have reason for believing
that one can, and assume that acquiring such reasons itself depends upon relying on a
method, then it is not any kind of epistemic policy at all. Epistemic inquiry must, after
all, begin somewhere. This line of thought needs developing, but I think it’s along the
right lines.

The second challenge is to spell out what it is for one to have or to lack reason
to believe that circumstances are such that one can’t rely upon one’s senses. One has
perceptual knowledge only where one lacks such reason on my account. But a sceptic
may insist that one never lacks such reason. The mere fact one senses can and some-
times do lead one astray is just such a reason. That reason is present in every case.
So one’s justification is always defeated; in the absence of further reasons, one is al-
ways deprived of perceptual knowledge. Clearly, the right response here is to question
the sceptic’s opening assumption that one always has reason for believing one can’t
rely upon one’s senses.15 In particular, we should question the assumption that the
mere fact one senses can deceive one, is always a reason for thinking that they can’t
now reasonably be relied upon. We don’t, in general, think that the mere fact that we
have reason for supposing that something is conceivable means we have any reason for
thinking that it is actually the case. If not, then, for all that’s been said, we are free to
think that perceptual knowledge may co-exist with one’s open acknowledgement that
it’s conceivable circumstances could have been such that one would have lacked such
knowledge.

So to conclude: I’ve argued that we ought to allow that a subject may lack percep-
tual knowledge, which her senses would otherwise make available to her, where certain

14Does what I have said apply to all methods or only some suitably privileged subset (such as those
which are metaphysically necessary to any possible being, as Burge would have it?). I mean to stay neutral
on that question at this stage. But I’m tempted to think it applies to them all. Hence, that if methods like
‘clairvoyance’ don’t count as ways of acquiring knowledge it’s not because one doesn’t have positive reasons
for believing that one can rely upon them. It’s for some other reason e.g. perhaps they aren’t reliable, or
perhaps they don’t furnish one with ‘evidence’ in the old fashioned sense.

15Perhaps we can’t spell out what it is to have or to lack reason in a general and systemic way but only
by reference to examples - our willingness to count them as cases in which one is or isn’t justified thereby
fixing what it is for something to count as a ‘defeater’). See ? for a defence of such epistemological modesty
and (somewhat differently) Harman, G. ibid.
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kinds of defeating circumstances prevail. I claimed that we could make sense of that
without supposing that beliefs are always playing a justificatory role. It’s true that one’s
perceptual experiences don’t justify one’s perceptual beliefs all by themselves - it also
has to be reasonable for one to lack the belief that defeating circumstances obtain. But
nothing further need be required in the way of beliefs. One’s lack of belief can be rea-
sonable because one lacks any reason to believe – and the fact one lacks such a reason
is not itself a belief. It’s a fact. Indeed, on closer reflection, this should have been
the moral we initially drew from reflection on cases of defeat. For there what prevents
one from having knowledge isn’t fundamentally that one believes that things are amiss,
but that things are amiss or one, at least, has reason to believe they are. If so, then
what’s important in the ordinary case is surely just that things aren’t so, and that one
lacks reason to believe they are. If that’s right, then the Argument from Defeasibility
doesn’t give us any reason to abandon idea that perceptual justification may be wholly
non-belief-based. And that’s an idea which I hope to have shown isn’t without its own
appeal.
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