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In this paper | advance three theses: (i) that epistemic conservatismusdestood, in the first instance,
as a thesis about doxasdictionsrather than doxastitates (ii) that so understood epistemic conservatism
is the most defensible epistemic principle governing agiasdive beliefetention(roughly,theinertial
act of retaining a standing belief in the absence of fughistemicdeliberation concerninig);* and (i)
thatone can make sense of this resuleimts of the basic metaphysics of belief as an epistemically
valuable statg/As a corollary, | argue that the justificatioonferring power of belief states is
fundamentally different from the justification conferring poweewilentiary states likphenanenal or
intellectual seemings in thdtey (beliefs)confer justification without providing reasapginally, | argue
thatthe resulting picturéends tareduce the importander epistemic centrality)f the corresponding state
level attributions, including knowledge attributions.
1. The Units of Epistemic Evaluation
A long tradition in core epistemology is primarily concerned with threept of justification insofar as it
bears on the nature of knowledgnowledge, in turn, is understood to be a certainaforbgnitive state
(e.g., a certain sort of belief state). Consequentiyths way of framing theoreissues, the basic units of
epistemic evaluation are cognitistates In this senseye can say thataditional epistemology istate
centered

While there may ultimately be nothing wrong with stedmtered epistemology at a certain level
of generality, his traditional focus is not without consequent®e.tend to think of states (at least

paradigmatically) as temporally extendattitieswhich persist over relatively prolonged stretches of time

TVersions otthis paper have been presented atG@aeadian Society for Epistemology Symposium on Raiignthe
35" annual meeting of thBociety of Exact PhilosophtheBellingham Summer Philosophy Confereribe, University
of TexasSymposium on Philosophical Methodolptne University of Wyoming, Colorado State University and
McGill University. The author would like to thank those audiences for helpful entsas well as Yuval Avnur, John
Bengson, Juan Comesafia, Freter Griesmaier, Daniel Korman, Jeff Lockwood, and Jen Wright.

1 assume that relying on or otherwise making use of a belief without deliimeiratolves an act giassive belief
retention

2 Throughout, the intention is to use justification and its cognates in itgtpl@sophical” epistemic usage.



Act-centered Epistemic Conservatiq 2
Marc A. Moffett

One natural, though not inevitable, consequence is that our epistemidievaddi@ognitive states tends
also to be historical in naturAfter all, if states are paradigmatically conceptualized as temporally
extended entitiest seems sensible to look‘ahe whole thing in order to determine whether or not it has a
givenproperty(or, at least, some reasonably long temporal stretch to make the gepaltirit
comfortably within the paradigin To put thispointin the idiom of cognitive linguistics state talk
invokes asemantic frame (Fillmore XXX) which brings with it specific wafsconceptualizing the isspe
specifically, in terms of terporalextension.

My purpose at the momentri®t so much to attacitatecentered epistemology as simply shift
the focugo an act-centeredramework whichtakesthe basic units of epistemic evaluation to be cognitive
acts.There are at least thrdexastic actions in which an agent might engage: (i) the dotrafnga belief,
(ii) the actof passive belief retentioftorrelatively:utilizing or acting on the basis pé previously formed
belief, and (iii) the act ddictive belief retentiom previously formed belief in light of incoming evidente.
It makes perfectly good pighilosophical sense to ask whether or not an individual engaged in any one of
these acts is justified in so acting. It appears, therefore, thatitioadd (propositional and doxastic) state
level justification? we want to distinguish a sense of epistemic justification which applieséstio
actions. | will call this sense of “justificationpraxic justification to distinguish it from the traditional,
statecentered concept (which might be calistic justificatior).®

Of course, it is immensely plausible that there are direct connections betetesmd state
centered epistemologand so between praxic and static justificatidm)particular, it isat least initially
plausible that praxic justification is more basic than static justificatidha sense that the static

justification of a given belief stateatt is at least partially determined by (or grounded in) the epistemic

3| assume that, unless otherwise specified, relying on or otherwise makionfjaibelief without deliberation involves
an actof passive belief retention

* The basic distinction is between an individual’s possessing adequate readwglefing some proposition (whether
or not she “makes use of” those reasons) and an individual's believing a porpmsithe basisf such reasons.

® The distinction between doxastic and propositional justification is orthogmtia distinction between praxic and
static justification. Or, at least, one could draw a parallel distinction for cogaitits: having adequate reasons for
performing a given act and performing the act on the basis of such reasons.
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status of acts the believer has performed or could perform at or héfwenaccepting this, howevet, i
should be clear that there atdl a number of possible wap$ connecting these two levels depending on
which doxastic actions one takes to be relevant to evaluating the epistepgctigs of the state at any
given time For instance, amending Michaglemer’s (2005) dualistic theoty the pesent framework, we
get the followingx's belief thatp att is (doxastically) justified ifik was justified in forming thikelief and
hasbeen justified irretaining it untilt. An alternative would be to say thas beliefthatp att is
(doxastically)justified iff eitherx is/would be justified in forming thibelief att or x is/would bejustified

in retaining itatt. | will return to these issues again in the final section. But for nownplgiwant to
emphasize the plausibility ain independentvestigationinto the nature of praxic justification.

Before proceeding, it is worth making one further pdtris far from obvious that there is a
uniform, nondisjunctivist account of the epistemic properties ofvifigous action typeislentified earlier
That is, from the point of view of acentered epistemology, there are three central problems
corresponding to the three types of doxastic action. First, there is the quafstiben one is justified in
forming a belief. V& cancall thisthe formation problemSecond, there is the question of when one is
justified in relying on ootherwise passively retainiregstanding belief. | will call thishe retention
problem And finally, there is the question of when one is justified in retainimgvising a belief in light
of incoming evideme (therevision problem

It is clear that these three problems are conceptually distinct; asking vehaiush do in order to
justifiably form a belief is different from asking what one must dortrer to(passivelyyetaina belief one
already has. Nevertheless, the philosophical and practical importameetobbften-neglectedetention
problem may be driven home by considering the following argumditch | will, hereafter, refer to as the

Red Queen Problem (RQP):

% One way of construing this claim is to say thatsbealled“basing relation” is best understood in the firsttance as
a relation between belief states ardious doxastiacts.

A more radical idea would be to divorce the two notions of justification altogeithes, abandoning
dependence relation between praxic and Stadidfication For instance, one might opt for an internalist theory of
praxic justificationand an independent externalist theory of static justificabanid Sosa (2005) opts for something
like this solution, though his focus is on aggrtification rather than praxic justification.
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1. We can make justifiable progress in our theoretical understanflthg world at only if we can
justifiably make inferences &from standing beliefs (i.e., current beliefs formed at some past
time).

2. xcan be justified atin coming to believe a propositigmwhich x infers from some sdt of
beliefs (each of whicks required for the inference) onlyxfis justified in relying on each belief in
I att.

3. Therefore, we can make justifiable progress in our theoretical unddirgjaof the world at only
if we are justified in relying on our standing beliefs.at

But surely T in order to be justified in relying on our standing beliefsva¢ had toeffectively reevaluate
those beliefspur capacityto makerationalprogress in our understanding of the wanauld be
dramaticallyhinderedsince we would beonstantly committingur limitedcognitive resources to
problems which we have already addresggaistemicallyspeaking, wavould be “running as fast as we
can just to stay in the same plade.fact, insofar as our theoretical understanding aspires to
comprehensiveness,-exaluatingall relevant standing beliefs would make anything like a justified
comprehensive worldview practically impossible: we could make pregmyg by failing to discharge our
epistemic duties (viz., by failing to-eerify all relevant standing beliefs) and we could discharge our
epistemic duties only by stifling further development. An espeqmipicious form of skepticism looms.
The RQP highlights the central eathat epistemic (not to mention doxastic) stability play in our
cognitive lives. This concern for stability has a significant influencéerstructure of (praxic)
epistemology. Specificallygsl will nowargue that it entails a form of epistemic disjunctivism
2.Epistemic Disjunctivism
| will for the most part assume that traditional internalist foundationasighe correct approach to the
formation problem. And while | believe that this is the mostgfde view, this is not the place to engage

that debate in detail. However, it is worth noting that some of the magenabout traditional

"By “we can make justifiable progress in our theoretical undedsng of the world” | mean that we can develop or
extend our theoretical understanding of the world and be justified in believingiénedepments/extensions. Premise
one simply reflects the obvious fact that our theoretical understanding obtlikedavelops cumulatively and

progressively over time.
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internalism bear primarily on the question of beletEntion internalism about belief formation is much
less controversidl. Specifically, the main concern recent epistemologists have had withneigiste
internalism as a general thesis is that it cannot give an adequate soltiieretentionproblem. The
reasoning here turns on the observation that pradases of justification in the context of belief
formation look immensely implausible in the context of beféntion From the current acentered
point of view, this observation can beaeuched as the observation that there is no univocélsoho
both the formation and thretentionproblems within the framewordf internalist foundationalism.

Following Harman'’s lead (1995), let me spell this out more precigslya solution to the
formation problem, internalist foundationalism may be stated as ltbeifog thesis:

x is (praxically) justified in forming the belief thptatt iff either p is a current undefeated

deliverance from one ofs basic sources of evidencepis appropriately derived byatt from

propositionsx is justified in believing at.’
When formulated in this way, special foundationalism clearlyymesses some solution to tletenton
problem, for we are sometimes justified in forming new beliefierbasis of inferences from standing
beliefs. But this willbe permissible only if we are justified in relying those beliefs.

If our goal is to give a univocal solution to both problems, then we wi# kmgive something
like the following analysis of what it is to be justified(passively)etainingone of our standing beliefs:

x is justified in(passivelyyetainingher standing belief thatatt iff x would bejustified in

forming the belief thap att, if x did not already believe it.

8 Conversely many of the most important concerns about externalism, e.g., Bonjour® (1aBvoyance examples
and Lehrer and Cohen’s New Evil Demon Problem (1983), bear primarily on thatabesihesiabout belief
formation.

® Our basic sources of evidence are those sources of evidence which are modally refizdie, rational intuition and
phenomenal experience (Bealer 2000). | take it that it is intrinsic to our basées of evidence that we recognize (at
least implictly) that we are warranted in accepting their deliverances. Such deliveranceEsjust us, not merely

true, but justifying; that is, they seem to us to be reasons. Consider, figplexthe fact that even philosophers, who
for various theoretical reass deny the evidential significance of intuitions, nevertheless find theeagestified in
rejecting the traditional analysis of knowledge on the basis of the Gettigioims. Thus, the view on offer here should
not be confused with Burge’s (1993)tiom of entitlement, which is explicitly externalist: an entitlement is an
epistemic right to accept a proposition the ground for which need not éms#ude to the subject. | critically discuss
Burge’s view in 83 and revisit the evidential status of seeming4.in
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Plugging in to the preceding definition yields the following:

x is justified in forming the belief thatatt iff either pis a current undefeated deliverance from

one ofx’s basic sources of evidencepmis appropriately derived byatt from propositionx is or

would be justified in coming to believetadf x did not already believe them
As the reader can check, this condition is satisfied only wiremrently has available adequate resources
from her basic sources of evidence to justify her in effectivefgnming those beliefs on which she relies.
Call beliefs which can be justified to the standards of belief formation on tiedfame’s basic evidence
well-grounded Then special foundationalism entails the following claim:

x is justified in forming at a belief thap on the basis of a set of belidfonly if eachb € T is

well-grounded foix att.
In fact, the problem is much worse than thiesy of motivating the problem suggests. After dllas seems
plausible, any moment at which | do not discard a belief | am maintainihgrit| twould neetb satisfy
the wellgroundedness constraiior all of my standing beliefsand not merely those which | am currently
pressing into service

But this commitment to the wefiroundedness of our standing beliefs makes special
foundationalism hopelessly unrestic, for we do not generally have, and probably could not generally
have, adequate justifying reasons of this sort for most of our stpbdiiefs (Harman 1995). The primary
concern is that a general welloundedness condition would require us to passeesh a vast amount of
basic evidence at each moment that our cognitive systems (memory, pigcessitd simply be
overloadedIn light of these considerations it would appear #egcial foundationalism ultimately fall
back into the clutches of some version of the Red Queen Problem

There is, however, an important (though, | think, ultimately unworkab$gonse to this sort of
cognitive overload argumennstead of having hostof different reasons for each of my standing beliefs, |
might just have a singlgenericreasonwhich covers them all. In particular, I might have a single,-well
grounded belief that | am a generakygponsibleloxastic agent. Thigelief coupled with my belief that p,

gives me a reason to continue to believe th@af.fChristensen 1994%all thisversion of foundationalism
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genericfoundationalisnt® Strictly speaking, generic foundationalism doesn’t provide a univoazticol
to both the formation andetentionproblems since the generic reasoning involved in bediehtion
depends essentially on the belief's already having been formed. Neverthelgs the sufficiently
similar that it is worth treating them togetherdngBFisn’t subject to Harmastyle cognitiveoverload
arguments, since it doesn’t require thatomery along an excessively large amount of justification
conferring baggage.

However, we must be careful to distinguish between generic foundbsim, whch requires that
we have at each moment a positive reason for believing that we are doxastgyadiysible which grounds
out in our current basic eviden@nd the claim that we not have any reason for thinking that we are
doxasticallyirresponsible. Onlyhe former claim contravenes epistemic conservatism. With this distinctio
in mind we can see that, while generic foundationalism avoids &tésmognitive overload objection, it is
nevertheless a relatively demanding from a cognitive perspective. Afiemmuld be a nottrivial,
perhaps even a significant, intellectual achievement to be able to estiadishe is doxastically
responsible from one’s current basic evidence. It is by no means cleariatmest adult human beings
with no specialraining could achieve this. Nevertheless, | think it would be quite usfiée to deny that
most adult human beings are unjustifieddtainingtheir standing beliefs.

GF is overly cognitively demanding in a second way as well: it rexjthigg any being which is
epistenically justified in relying oror retainingits standing beliefs is able to engage in rreftection on
its owncognitive ancepistemicabilities. This condition seems implausibly strong. There are goodn®as
to think that beliefs&n occur in organisms (e.g., young children and some animals) thahphe s
insufficiently capable of this degree of meggaluation (Allen & Bekoff 1997, 15858). Some such
organisms, however, are sufficiently cognitively sophisticated tiadlkes sense to evataahem from an
epistemic point of view. If this is correct, then generic foundationalismasratarter.

In response to this failure, Harman urges us to adopt a conservatiesrepigiical framework.

According to Harman, “[T]he burderf proof is always on changing beliefs or intentions. You start with

191t is important not to confuse generic foundationalism with what Harmangeaikral foundationalism. General
foundationalism is a form of epistemic conservatism; generic foundationaisiat. The relationship between the two
is taken up in the next paragraph and again in the next section.
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certain beliefs and intentions and any change in them requires some spegidl (¥289, 27). Though
Harman is not explicit about the distinction between praxic and statifigastin drawn above, it seems
clear from passages such as this that he is thinking of conservatisanilyrams a thesis about certain,
specific doxastic acts, the actsrefainingor abandoning belief Specifically, he seems to be claiming that
we would not bépraxically) justified in abandoning a belief unless one had a special reeadorso.
Although | believe that this principle might very well be true, | wish to $mrua weaker version of
epistemic conservatism, namely, the positive thesis that that onefigguistimaintaining any belief one
does not have special reason to abartd®ore explicitly, the thesis | wish to consider is the following:
[EC] For any individuak and propositiomp, X's (passively) retaininghe belief thap att
is prima facie, praxically justified if and only Xfbelieves thap att.*?
[EC] is an explicitly actcentered version of epistemic conservatism formulated as a principleedf beli
retention
[EC] gives us a straightforward account of which of our standing belrefgrima facie justified
in relying on in a way that avoids the Red Queen Problem. Unfortunatelgrtiesmonding formation
principle has no plausibility whatsoever:
[EC] For any imividualx and propositiom, X's forming the belief thap att is prima
facie, praxically justified if and only i believes thap att.
To the extent we can even make sense of its application to the formatieanp, such a view would entail
the claim that om is prima facie justified in forming a beli only if one already has it! Needless to shis t

seems pretty clearly wrorg.

1 This thesis is weaker because it does not claim that one wouljustified in abandoning a belief without special
reason; it leaves open the possibility that either course of action is jusktiieslit does not entail Harman’s claim. By
contrast, if Harman'’s claim is true, then it entails the positive thesis; foeifsounjustified in abandoning a given
belief, it would seem to follow that one is justifiedr@tainingit.

12 Reading [EGin such a way that the lefo-right direction is trivial: ifx does, in factretainher belief thap, then she
believes thap.

131n their generally illuminating book, Pollock & Cruz (1999) fail to adeqyateirk the distinctness of the two
problems ofetentionand formation in their criticism of Harman; or, rather, they fail notediff#rent epistemic
norms might govern belief formation and beliefention
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It should be noted here that, even though][iE@ very natural formulation of the sort of principle
that theorists like Harman @ in mind, it is not susceptible to some of the standard objectionad¢oige
statecentered formulations of epistemic conservatism. Consider, fanitces, Foley’s{993) weltknown
argument Suppose that | have some evidence which supports thefmithut is marginally less than what
would be required to justify me in believing tipat_et the amount of additional justificatory support
needed bé and lets also be the amount of justificatory support which the conservativesthsrfprovided
by” believing itself. Then we have can have a situation in which, while | amycheat justified in
believing thaip, the mere fact that | went ahead and formed the belief anyway bootstrague toeing
justified in my belief.

But note that a Folegtyle djection has no bite whatsoever against [EC], for the argument relies
essentially on the claim that some amount of positive justificateas(ns, evidence) is required for a
belief to count as justified. This claim is intuitively very plausible asreige principle of belief formation.
But the correlative principle concerning beliefentionhas no intuitive purchase of this sort. Indeed, there
is no way of even stating such a principle which does not flatly begitstign against [EICFor,
accading to [EC] no amounbf evidence is required for being prima facie justified in maintaining a
standing belief. The right thing to say about Foley's case, considerely from an actentered
perspective, is that it is a case in which the individual is not justifiéatining the belief because she has
inadequate evidence but is, thereafter, justified (we may graraining the belief** So understood, no
problematic bootstrapping occurs. Here, the-fir@nedness of acentered epistemology pays dividends.

In conduding this section, it is worth emphasizing again that acceptances @fdiftientered
principle doesiotcommit one to anparticularview about theorresponding statievel conservative
principle

[ECstard For any individuak and propositiomp, X's belief thatp is prima facie doxastically)

justified att if and only ifx believes thap att.

14| am assuming here a description of the case in which the circumstances of hekgibioare immediately lost so
as not to provide an immediate undercutting of the belief.
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After all, [EC] is a principle governing the epistemic rationality of a certkiss of intellectual actions,
whereas [EGad is a principle governinthe epistemic status of the states which result from those actions.
And while | believe that a surprisingly strong defense of [f&J&an be mounted, it is [EC] that has been
the primary concern of conservatives.

Stepping back a little,r@ moral we can draw from the preceditigcussion is that there is no
univocal solution to both theetentionproblem and the formation problem. Instead, the sorts of epistemic
principles governing these acts are complementary. On the one hand, #miepistmands for justified
belief formation appear to be relatively high in the sense that one intuitively needsitdequ
reasons/evidence for forming a given belief; on the other handpifteraic demands for justified belief
retentionare relatively low, lower even than those providedjbgeric foundationalism. This makes good
“engineering sense. If one is relatively careful in forming beliefs, one can afford telhtively lax in
retainingthem. Conversely, one can afford to be relatively careful in formingfbalnly if one is
relatively laxin retainingthem (since the cost of-ferming/reverifying those beliefs is prohibitively
high). Even if this is so, however, we are not yet in a position to se@pistemic conservatism, for there
is one other weak epistemic competitor, namely tepig preservationism.

3. Against Epistemi®reservationism

There are, broadly speaking, two basic approatthtége retention problen©n the one hand, we could be
justified inretainingour standing beliefs in virtue of certain historical properties of thogeffel'he most
natural and widely defended historical thesispgstemic preservationism

[EP] For any individuak and beliet for whichx does not currently have an adequate set of

justifying reasonsx is prima facie justified imetainingb if and only ifx was justified in
forming b and this justification has not, in the meantime, been defecttdBufge

1993)1

15 For ease of exposition, | am putting to one side such obvious caveats asx‘bagiiicquired an adequate set of
justifying reasons after having formbadnd this justitation has not been defeated.”
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According to [ER, epistemic origins matter to the justificatory statuaasof belief retentionin effect,
you can't be justified imetaininga belief that you weren't justified in forming (barring some wéging
epistemic episode).

Alternatively, it could be that we are justifiedrigtainingour standing beliefs in virtue of certain
ahistorical properties of those beliefs. Call such ahistorical vé@igtemically generativall
epistemically generative theories have in common a commitment to the caimetlare prima facie
justified in maintaining our standing beliefs, even those for which we haver had an adequate set of
direct jugifying reasons. On this usage, generic foundationalism, accordwigi¢h our standing beliefs
are (one and all) prima facie, indirectly justified in virtue of a garteglief in our doxastic reliability, is
epistemically generative. After all, on thisview, the one generic reason supports all of my beliefs
indiscriminately,no matter how dark their epistemic historidewever, as we have already seen, there are
reasons to think that this view is mistaken.

The other salient generative thesigfisstent conservatisnrepeated below:

[EC] For any individuak and propositiom, X's maintaining the belief thatatt is prima facie,

praxically justified if and only ik believes thap att.
According to [EQ, the ahistorical property in virtue @fhich theretentionof our standing beliefs is
justified is simply the property of being a belief itself. (I will corsith 83 some of the metaphysical
underpinnings of this claim.)

Surely upon initial consideration, epistemic preservationism is tine plausible of the two
theses. For it holds that semantic memory simply preserves oitialsjustifications; justification is
neither created nor destroyed, but simply passed along. Epistemic cdasgrigtcontrast, seems to
generate justificatioex nihilo (as it were) since theetentionof all beliefs, even epistemically malformed
beliefs, is prima facie justifiedlndeed, tiis interesting to note that the concern about justificationihilo
crosscuts the preservationist/generativist distncsince generic foundationalism does not appear to be

open to this chargeThis probably explains why many philosophers who might otherwisenygted by

18| don’t have anything fancy in mind in saying that some justifications arecttliand others “indirect”. The
distinction here is, | think, pretty intuitive. As far as | can tell, nahihuch hinges on ¢hissue.
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conservatism feel the need to offer something like generic foundatiorinitend in order to giveome
account of “where the justification comes fromi.(And, of course, epistemic conservatism acknowledges
that a belief is not justified if one is aware that it was malformed or inppptely retained, since in such a
case any presumption in favor betbelief is immediately undercut. Nevertheless, it allows that
epistemically malformed beliefs, once formed, enjoy the same gadtify status as beliefs whose initial
evidentiary status is unproblematic.)

Despite its greater superficial appeal, howgepistemic preservationism is open to
counterexamples to which epistemic conservatism is immune. Towihjmote that when everything is
epistemicallynormalwith respect to belief formatiomevisionandretention [EC] and [ER are equivalent.
For insuchcasesall of one’s standing beliefs will have been justified when theg@med. In such a
case, the set of standing beliefs and the set of appropriately formegt@inddstanding beliefs are the
same set. SE[C] and EPF] come apart only undeonditions in which some of our beliefs are
epistemically malformed or inappropriately retaif@@he crucial cases are those in which a given bislief
epistemically malformedn such cases, [Efnplies that the resultingelief is not prima facie justified
while [EC] implies that it is.

With this in mind, consider the following example:

Holmes is investigating a murder in which the victim was stran@écden his current evidence E,

Holmes has established that the murderer must be either, Smith orTlomesidence at his

disposal, however, favors neither suspect. On his way homeBakigs Street that afternoon, an

Evil Demon causes Holmes to form the raoturrent belief that there were strands of red hair in

the \ictim’s clenched hands. Still later, while mulling over the evidence, mesapon this new

demoninduced belief. Mildly surprised that he had originally neglected thisepof evidence,

1t will be my purpose in 4to give a different account of the metaphysical underpinnings of this claim vhich i
consistent with [EC

181n the case in which one is aware that a belief was malformed or inappropesaéted, [EC] and [EP] siagree
over whether or not the belief is even prima facie justified. | take it theg th not enough of a difference between
these two outcomes to make this the basis of a firm epistemically significamttibs between them.
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Holmes immediately (and, from a logical point of view, appropyaiefers that Smith, who is

the only suspect with red hair, is the murdéer.

Intuitively, Holmes is prima facie justified in believing that Smith isrthederer: given his epistemic
situation, he believes precisely what he should befiélreleed, gien his epistemic situation it would be
flatly irrational not to believe that Smith was the murderer. At the sang ii also seems clear that the
following is a general principle of inferential justification (premise tvaorf the RQP above)can be
justified att in coming to believe a propositignwhich x infers from some sdt of beliefs (each of which
is required for the inference) onlyxfis justified in relying on each belief Inatt. Since Holmes is prima
facie justified in forminghe belief that Smith is the mur@éeiand since this depends essentially on his
demoninduced belief, it follows that he is prima fagisstified inrelying onthe demorinduced belief as
well. Thus, our concretease judgments appeargupport [ECover [ER.?

For the reasons given above, this is a surprising result. Why sheglcefer conservatism, with
its ex nihilojustification, to the seemingly more sensible preservationist principglé&ast part of the
answetr, | believe, ithat the gap is from a certain point of view much smaller than an abstiacgion of
the principles suggests. The reason for this is that [EP] is an didepniaciple in the sense that it simply
characterizes some of oactsof retentionas justified and others not in a way thaindifferent to our
ability to determine which is whicfrhis point is nicely captured by McGratiRreservationism wrongly

separates the question of whether it is rational to abandon a belighfeamestion ofvhetherabandoning

19 The intention here ithat from Holmes’ subjective point of view there is nothing particularly sissi@bout the
demoninduced belief. He might think to himself, “You are slipping, old boy,” but thenéldvbe nothing in the mere
fact that he realized that he had this ebbemake him think it was anything but a rafithe-mill belief which has
slipped his mind.

Christensen (1994, 7) describes a case in which | flip a coin and it lands outtoNsigetheless, | form the belief
that it came up tails. He (correctly) nstiat, in this case, | would not be justified in this belief. But Christessaise
is problematic, for it appears to presuppose a dubious degree of voluntary coettimhobeliefs (see §3 for
discussion) and it fails to clearly distinguish caseshictiva malformed belief is not prima facie justified and cases in
which such justification is immediately swamped by obvious background information.
201t may be that Holmes’ belief, if true, could not thereby amount to knowledgesifce we already knothiat
justified true belief does not entail knowledge, this gives us no reason to deHyplimas’ belief is justified.

21 See McGrathZ007) for a different, thougleomplimentary, line of argument.
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it makes sense from one’s current perspective. The preservatiogistanuhat there are pairs of beliefs
such that one rationally should be abandonedldther rationally shouldn’t, but that nothing in one’s
perspective favors dag oneover the other” (2007, 22).

Once the externalist character of [Efmade explicit, it becomes apparent that it is open to the
same general types of arguments as traditional -staitered externalism (e.g., the New Evil Demon
Problem; Foley 1993). Consider, for example, the sciéinten movieTotal Recall In the movie, the
character Douglas Quaid has had a complete set of false memories causatyeichahd his own real
memories erased. As a result, he has a large number of standifgJgkiah were not justified at the point
at which they were formed (like Huoes'’s belief above, they were simply caused in a deviant manner).
Thus, Quaid’s entire belief set was malformed. Consequently,] [ERdicts that Quaid is not justified in
retainingany of his current standing beliefs. But this is implausible. After aligifdeception is sufficiently
thorough, | might well be in Quaid’s predicament; | might have justewap for the first time this
morning from such a procedure. But even if this is so, surely when | watkésuporning to come to
campus, | was judted in relying on my belief that | am a professor of philosophy, thatistthe way to
campus from my house (and that is my house), that | am scheduled tatté2c0, and so on. Or, even
more basically, surely | was justified ietaining(and ading on) my belief that | have hands, feet, and
green eyes!

In conversationDavid Sosahas suggested that our reactions teelexamples might depend on
the fact that the subjects in these examples are not themselves respontilderfalformed beliefs and
that our intuitions might shift if they were-tescribed in such a way that they are. However, in my own
case, the intuitios are unaffected by this change. Indeed, | think we can give quite compelies where
an individual who has questionable epistemic practices and formislmiithose bases is stricken by
amnesia about havirgmployedthese practices while retaining the suspect beliefs. In such cases, | think
we will be equally inclined to say that the individual is justified gosanesia irretainingand relying on
those beliefs.

Furthermore, even if this were correct, the preservationist wouldexiti some acint of an

individual’s justification forretainingan implanted belief (it can’t be that she was justified in forming the
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belief, since she performed no such act). One possibility would lodderHuemer (1999, 352yhere it is
suggestedhat in thesesorts of cases the offending belief was “acquired through apparerdrsnéirhis
strikes me as simply a mischaracterization of the origins of the ;beghighrent memory is not a way of
forming a beliefBut even if it were a way of forming a belief, striotan acceptable way édrminga
belief; the belief remains epistemically malformed. Consequentbyuitélear that the preservationist can
avail himself of this strateg?.

There is, however, a more subtle way of invoking apparent memor wiigldresult in an
evidentialist version of conservatism (or, at least-paservationismj> Here is the idea. Many
philosophers take some classseEming$o be part of our basic evidence. Obvious candidates include
phenomenal seemings and intuitions (irgellectual seemings). Given this, one might maintain that there
is a certain sort of seeming, call it a memorial seeming, associatedaalittofour standing beliefs which
is governed by something like Michael Huemer’s (2001, 2007) principleoaigasionate) phenomenal
conservatism:

[PC] For anyxandp, if it seems true ta that p, therxis prima facie justified in forming or

retaining the belief thgs.?*
The idea would be that there is an epistemically significant (or evidentigk §@ which all of my standing

beliefs seem true to me. The conjunction of evidentialism and phenoocwesalrvatism entails the thesis

22 Huemer himself is not interested in defendingservationism (though his own dualistic theory is, in my view, just a
version of that theory; see 85). Nevertheless, it seems to me that herig atgrrioss purposes. For, if one were to
accept his thesis that apparent memory is an acceptable wayin§dorform a belief, the preservationist would by
his own lights have an acceptable response to implanted belief cases.

2 Evidentialism is the thesis that, for any individuand propositiom, x is prima facie justified in believing thatiff

x has eidence for the truth gf (see Conee & Feldman, 2004 for further discussibimanks taJuan Comedaafor
discussion on thissue

%t is unclear (at least to me) whether or not Huemer hirasekptshis sort of viewOn the one hand, he does take
apparent factual memory to be a form of epistemically significant seethimggh he explicitly distinguishes this from
belief in a way that denies a eonae correspondence); on the other hand, he wants to “identify a spassabf
foundational beliefs, to be distinguished from merely arbitrary beliefs"1(28@). These desiderata appear to conflict.
But perhaps the best reading of the text is that Huemer rejects the claim thatethieplly significant seemings
consttuteevidencelf this is so then the differences between Huemer's view and my own aesoall. In effect, |
prefer to treat seemings as strictly evidential and so opt instead foedraditional form of epistemic conservatism.
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that seemings of the relevant sort count as evidence. Call this viewtélidephenomenal conservatism
[EPC].

[EPC] For anyx andp, if it seems true ta that p, therx has some evidence fpr
When [EPC] is combined with the thesis that there exist appropriate naéseemings for each of our
standing beliefs, we get the result that we will always have at leastweak evidence for all of our
standing beliefs. The result is an evidentialist versiogpigtemicconservatism. In many respects this
would be a highly desirable result since it would provide a relgtmehodox epistemic ground for a
broadly conservative epistefogy. In particular, it would provide a relatively elegant solution to the
problem of justificatiorex nihila

Unfortunately, | believe that there are substantial problems withaspebposal. Specifically, |
believe that the posited class of memoriahsiegs is not philosophically tenable. This is not to deny that it
is often correct for me to say with respect to a given belief that it seenestteat suctandsuch. In some
cases, this use of “seems” is intended to indicate that some proposs#igmiged (or best supported) by
the current body of evidence, perhaps while acknowledging thattiasien may change. In such cases,
while there is a genuine evidential seeming being invokedndtitaken to constitute evidence for the
“target” proposdiion. Instead, what seems to us is that a certain relation of evidentialshiplos between
our evidence and the target proposition. A second, standard use of “seéneskeitcontexts is to indicate
uncertainty or, more accurately, less certainty tlwanld be normally assumed. This hedging usage is not
intended to indicate that the seeming itself is evidence, though thbedataim inclined to respond this
way might be a weak form of evidence (which is why | report it).

The evidential use of “seemdJy contrast, is one in which the seemiisglf constitutes basic
evidence for the content of the seemings and so constitutes a prima famnefoedelief. Arguably, this
class of seemings has something like the following characteristics:

i. The contents of the seeming present themselserueor as obtaining (Bealer 1992).
i Theseemingpresent their contents pama facie justified in virtue of condition (i) (e.g.,

Ewing 1953).
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Condition (i) shoulde carefullydistinguished from the supecfally similar claim that the seemings
present their contents as triidne latter condition ipurelyphenomenological in the sense that it does not
specify a prima facie worltb-mind direction of influence. In the case of seemings which conform to
condifon (i), however, the apparent truth of the content is imposed fromwtitihbus, condition (i)
specifies what might be thought of as an “externality constraint” meetial seemings. The difference is
important because satisfaction of the externalitystraint provides the backbone of an account of how
phenomenology could be a guide to reaty.

In the vast majority of cases involving our standing beliefs, there &ssociated seeming which
satisfies either condition (i) or condition (ii), much |esgh. This is not surprising. But since we can have
beliefs about arbitrary propositions, the posited class of seemingd e to involve arbitrary
propositions as well. It is not plausible, however, that we do (or evdd)siand in this sort of egtemic
relation to just any given proposition.

The problem, in effect, is that belief is a more promiscuous relatioretridential seeming. Even
if one objects to the above characterization of evidential seemings, thisciathependentlplausible.

One way of seeing this to note that we have many standing belidigctv nevertheless seem (in a Wea
phenomenological sense) false. For instance, | believe mangestaad unusual things on the basis of my
understanding of quantum theory arghgral relativity. Nevertheless, the overriding phenomenology is
that they strike me as false; they are, in a colloquial sense, cotuitamn

| conclude that we should reject the posited class of memorial seeméhgstiait the hope for an
evidentialistversionof epistemic conservatisivioreover, n light of these considerations, | suspect that
something like what | say in section 3 will be required to accounufdr sases. And if so, the
preservationist will be hard pressed to explain wWieysame account doesn’t hold for routine cases of
malformed beliefs as well.

The upshot of this discussinthat, from a firsperson point of view, preservationist justification

(being an externalist theory) is doing no work in governing our actifixgstic or otherwise. This is a

% For instance, inhie case of intellectual seemings, satisfaction of externality constrainttiplaosibly explained in
terms of the nature of the content of the state together with the subjeqioftias associated concepts (Peacocke
2000).
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feature of externalist theories generally (Pollock 1987). It is whign we shift to a thirgherson, objective
point of view that the worry about justificati@x nihilogains any traction. Ti& makes explicit that the
concern is not a concern (as one might expect) about our cogaittesto some praxic justification in
practical reasoning and action, but about the metaphysigahs of such justifications. If this is the correct
way of locating the problem, we can rageadily inquire what might be done to dispel it. It is to this
project to which | now turn.
4. Conservatism and the Metaphysics of Belief
The metaphysical problem of justificatiem nihilofor conservatism is reminiscent of a familiar epistemic
problem the problem of selfustifying beliefs. Of course, in the context of-aentered epistemology, the
basic metaphysical structure is importantly different than in the ctattered case: we are not asking how
a belief confers justification on itself, biatther how a belief confers justification on et of maintaining
it. It is a further, and at this point still open, question whether or not theégatiify status of this act
reflects back on the belief state (see §1).
In order to motivate my propal, let me turn for a moment to some remarks made by Chisholm
about statdevel conservatism. He writes:
Anything we find ourselves believing may be said to have some [epi$teresumption in its
favor [simply in virtue of its being believedjprovided hat it is not explicitly contradicted by the
set of other things we believe (1980, x; brackets added by author) .
So according to Chisholm, the mere fact that one finds oneself belswinething confers on the
proposition believed (and/or the belief itself) some degree of positiseesyic standing. This is, of course,
very different from many other propositional attitudes one might.liEwere is no temptation, for instance,
to say that the mere fact that one finds oneself wondering whether somehing is true confers on that

proposition some degree of positive epistemic stantfi@ne natural way of understanding Chisholm’s

2 Moreover, in other conts this seems like a perfectly natural thing to say about belief. In thefdastérony, for
instance, the mere fact that | find tlyatubelieve something confers on that proposition some degree of positive
epistemic standingrhanks toJonathan Schaffeor helping me to see this point of connection. It is arguable that there
is a unified story behind the ensuing remarks which accounts for the epistemologdy bélefretentionand

testimony (something also suggested by Burge 1993). Neverthelébsdtypursue that line of thought here.
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remarks is to say that it is in the nature of beliefs that they are epialigraaduable that is, beliefs are
such that from an epistemic point of view they are presumptively desstalbds to be if.will call such
states epistemigro-qualities If beliefs are epistemic prgualities then we would have a very natural
account of why we are (presumptively) justifiedétainingany given belief’

But why thinkthis? The answer, | submit, is that beliefs possess the following intedrelate
chaacteristics ¢f., Shah & Velleman 2005) or at least something very much like them:

i. Agential belief states are mediated by judgment. The intention heregsy@gtreme
voluntarism concerning belief formation. Thus, even agential beliefsr@mned not
choserf?

i Beliefs are normatively regulated for truth in the sense that they atenptgely or
ostensibly formed and retained on the basis of considerations regardirtguthei

. Beliefs are correct if and only if they are true.
None of these proposetharacteristics is entirely uncontroversiédhile this is not the place give a
thorough defense of therwill say a few words on their behalf.

Doxastic voluntarism (as | will understandigt)the thesis that is possible to form a belief that p
directly on the basis of a decision and in the absence of any associated judgnesiatisfies the
correctness conditions for belief (Williams 1970). According to attaristic (i), doxastic voluntarism is
mistaken Agential beliefs arise from antecedgudgments, specifically from judgments as to the truth of

the proposition believed (characteristic iii). Of course, insofar as jedtgnmay be understood as

27 An analogy might be helpful here. Consider the state of contentment. One mighh#tittis state is a piguality
from the wint of view of weltbeing. This is not to say that being content is always a good thing fer personal
well-being. However, if one is conteintonés life, there wouldoresunably be something irrational about upending
that statewithout reason.

28 pgential belief states are those that are not (directly) caused. It is an intecestsiion as to which, if any, of our
actual belief states are nagential. Shah and Velleman (2005) suggest that perceptual beliefs srgempial. This
seems wrong. Typical perceptual beliefs require both an assessment ofdlvalitgrof the perception and some
degree of categorization. While such judgments may be more or less immediatéaonscious, they are
neverthelesander conscious control. Consider, for example, the Miijee illusion. In this case, even though we
cannot readily shake the illusion that the two lines are of equal length, we needgeofgnd so need not believe) that
they are Similar remarks holdor beliefs based on intuition.
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decisions, there is an extended sense in which one can decide to believe that®88achtus, the

denial of this strong notion of doxastic voluntarism need netfirte with the acceptance of weaker
formulations of the thesis required for deontological epistemic the@feh (2002, Steup 1988he

present point is simply that agential beletonceptually tied to judgments concerning their correctness.

Characteristic (ii) tells us that as a nhormative matter doxastic judgrfvein¢ther over belief
formation or belief retention) involve consideration of epistemic ptigeIThis is not to say that
prudential or pragmatic consideratiaz@notfigure into the belief formation (or retention) process; it is
only to say thabeliefssogenerated (or retained) are malforneedleviant members of the typdeither
does it seem likely that “pragmedilly-fixed” beliefs are, or even could be, commonplgmceKvanvig
2003). WWhen wishful thinking or other neapistemic factors play a role in tf@mationor retentionof a
belief, the norms epistemicself-deceptiorrather than a sober acceptatita the belief has a nen
epistemic originAnd it seems wrong to say of someone who in general soberly accepirs ret
propositions on the basis of obviously prudential considerations that tiigngesognitive states were
genuinely belief states. Of ese, wecouldisolate a more generdbss of propositional attitudesall them
acceptances, which do not have this featckeCphen 1992)But theclass of mere acceptances-(so
defined) is not plausibly governed byprinciple ofepistemicconservatism

Features (i) and (ii) render the claim that beliefpsstemicgro-quality highly plausible. In the
absence ofi), there wouldbe a residual worry over excesspagmatic encroachmeat an inappropriate
sortinto the process dbelief formation; while the absencef ¢ii), our compulsion to believeould not
be properly epistemigtruth directed). Thus, together they suggest that it is in the naturepafriyréormed
beliefs that the believer is epistemlgatompelled to judge that the proposition is true.

However, it is important to understand the way in which these observditimre into the
justification of our doxastic action®ne way, thevrongway in my opinion, is to take bel&fo be
justification-conferring becaustheyprovidereasondor maintaining them. On this way of understangi
the situation, my reason fogtaininga given belief is that | believe it. But this strikes me as thoroughly
confused. In general, we don’t have or need mesmfarretainingour beliefs. What | am urginig lieu of

this picture, is a metaphysical understanding of the situation: besie€isthat, the prima facie
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justifiedness of beliefetenton, supervenesn it. So understood the justificatory status wf utineacts
of belief retentioris epistemically, though not metaphysically, b&Sic.

Before closing this section, let me return to the issue of evidential sgeriite argued above that
a principle like [EPC] could not adequately account for the justificattatys of our standing beliefs. Even
if this is so, however, it gives us meason to reject [EPC] itself. Indeed, it is plausible that any adequate
theory of evidential seemings will preserve [EPC]. If so, and if [E@ccepted as well, then we get th
following fundamental metaphysical contrast between (evidentiaflinge and beliefs: seemings are
justification conferring in virtue of the fact that they are evidence; bigfbehs we have just seen, are
justification conferring in virtue of being epistemic gyoalities. It is this difference between the two states
which accounts for the fact [EPC] has a role to play in an epistemologeca/tbf belief formation, while
[EC] does not.
5. Statecentered Epistemology Revisited
To this point, | havargued in favor of an atentered version of epistemic conservatism. If the argument
is accepted, the conclusion is Awivial since the result bears directly on how we evaluate persons as
rationalagents Nevertheless, we saw from the discussion oRbeé Queen Proéin that a solution to the
retentionproblem is necessary if we are to give a general account of the grokvtbvaledgeover time,
which suggests that the epistemic status of batieitionacts bears on the epistemic status of the
corresponding doxastic states. Intuitively, this is right. For, in thescaBdoxastic action we have been
considering, thintendedconsequence of my action is that | believe thatither in virtue of forming or
retainingthis belief. But in generat ivould be odd if in every sense of ‘justification’, the intended
consequences of my justified actions were not themselves jugtfigdstifiable) by appeal to those
actions. Conversely, it would be equally odd if my belief could hageype of justification and yet the

corresponding doxastic actions be unjustified. A classic exampletiditgison ex nihilo! Consequently, it

2 paceChristensen (2000), this way of accounting for epistemic conservatism dogslatet any principle of
epistemic impartiality. | am not justified netainingmy beliefs because they arg/beliefs, but because they are
beliefs For this reason, the proposed account of epistemic conservatism Isigsiied light on the evidential basis of
testimony. Moreover, | have reservations about the principle of epistepactiality itself (seévoffett 2007).
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appears that praxic justification is both necessary sufficient for §taticstatdevel)justification in at
least one sensB.

Even if this is correct, however, we are not yet in a position to adopsiaver classical, state
level conservatism, for we have not yet ruled out dtatel preservationism. The two theses are given
below>*

[ECstard For any individuak and propositiom, X's belief thatp is prima facigustified att if

and only ifx is praxically justified irretainingthis beliefatt.

[EPstad For any individuak and propositiom, X's belief thatp is prima facigustfied att if
and only ifx was praxically justified in forming this belief and has been praxically

justified in retaining it at all points up to and including

Like its actlevel counterpart, [ERd is an externalist theory of justificati, since | am not always (or
even generally) in a position to ascertain if my beliefs werefasihed or appropriatelgetained This
fact, however, is seemingly less important in the present contegtthi@operative notion of justification
is not tied directly to action guiding norms.

The two theses do make subtly different predications about our krgendgttibutions. In cases of
malformed (or inappropriately retained) beliefs, &P says that the belief will not be justified.
Consequentlythe belief falls short of knowledge in virtue of failing to satisfy jtnsification condition.
[ECsad diagnoses the situation differently. It too denies that the beliefitdes knowledge, but from this
perspective it is because the case involyéstemic luck And while to my ear the latter sounds like the
more plausible explanation, this hardly seems like a decisive cortgidera

Perhaps a more pressing question is why philosophers should care atiojusttfication? Once
| a come to understand the conditions under which it is appropriate toré&taim andrevise my beliefs,

what more is to be gained by coming to understand, in addition, the conditionsunictethe belief itself

%0 There are really two issues in play here: (1) does praxic justificatiommiieéesome notion ditaticjustification and
(2), if so, is this the sense of justification relevant to knowledge?

31 For simplicity, | put to one side such caveats as “for wRkidhes not currently have an adequate set of justifying
reasons
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is justified? That there is a philosophically significant statesl concept of justification is by no means

obvious. Consider, for instance, an analogous point in philosophigzd éBibbard 1990):
It is clear enough why we should want a theory of what kinds of acfsarally] right in the
subjective sense. Such a theory offers moral guidance: even when wevkrare ignorant of
relevant facts, we can use the theory, together with what we think weotg to decide what acts
to avoid on moral grounds. Why, though, should we want a theory of whatddiadss are right
in the objective sense? Such a theory offers no guidance when we know igieoaiant of
relevant facts; in that case we need rules for acting without fullnmgdon. [And in cases where
we do have full information] the theory [of objective rightness] is slymars if we have criteria
for rightness in the subjective sense, for in the case of full knoeékg subjective and objective
senses of ‘wrong’ coincide...” (43).

The point in bat cases is that once we have exhausted the theory of rational or normativeitaistio

unclear what further work is being done by any additional normativeepts In the case of belief, this

raises the serious possibility of epistemic epiphenomendafitmfortunately, whether or to what extent

this possibility needs to be taken seriously is a question that will have &dt fferlanother occasion. For

now, | simply note in closing that it is not obvious that much, if anythihghitosophicalimportance

hangs on the which of the two stdé&el principles we accept.
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