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A
 central focus of w

ork in epistem
ology for

m
ore than the last venty years

has been the debate betw
een internalism

and externalism
 A

t issue is theer
form

 of an epistem
ological theory, and w

ith
it, com

peting conceptions of the
epistem

ological enterprise. T
his reader brings

together ten essays w
hich have

played an im
portant role in shaping the debate In

this introduction I pioiide
som

e historical background to help orient the reader

1
T

he T
erm

s "Internalism
" and

"E
xternahsm

"

T
he term

s 'internahsm
and

externalism
aie used in philosophy in a

variety of different senses, but their
use in epistem

ology for anything like the
positions w

hich are the focus of this book dates
to 1973 M

ore precisely, the
w

ord "externalism
" w

as introduced in print
by D

avid A
rm

strong2 in his book
B

elief; T
ruth and A

now
ledge3 in the follow

ing
w

ay

A
ccording to "E

xternalist" accounts of non-inferential
know

ledge, w
hat

m
akes a true non-inferential belief

a case of know
ledge is som

e natural
relation w

hich holds beteen the belief
state B

ap and the situation
w

hich m
akes the belief true It

is a m
atter of a certain relation holding

betw
een the believer and the w

orld. It is im
portant

to notice that, unlike
"C

artesian" and "Initial C
redibility"

theories, E
xternalist theories arc

regularly developed as theories of the
nature of know

ledge generaiy and
not sim

ply as theories of nO
n-inferential know

ledge.
(157)
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So in A
rm

strong's usage, "externalism
" is

a view
 about know

ledge, and it is
the view

 that w
hen a person know

s that a particular claim
p is true, there is

som
e sort of "natural relation" w

hich holds betw
een that person's belief that

p and the w
orld. O

ne such view
, suggested in 1967 by A

lvin G
oldm

an,
w

as the C
ausal T

heory of K
now

ledge.4 O
n this view

, a person know
s thatp

(for exam
ple. that it's raining) w

hen that person's belief that p w
as caused by

the fact that p. A
 related view

, cham
pioned by A

rm
strong and later

by
G

oldm
an as w

ell, is the R
eliability A

ccount of K
now

ledge, according
to w

hich
a person know

s that p w
hen that person's belief is both true and, in som

e
sense, reliable; on som

e view
s, the belief m

ust be a reliable indicator that
p;

on others, the belief m
ust be produced by a reliable process, that is, one that

tends to prod,ice true beliefs. Frank R
anisey

w
as a pioneer in defending a

reliability account of know
ledge. Particularly influential

w
ork in developing

such an account w
as also done by B

rian Skyrm
s,° Peter U

nger,7 and Fred
D

retske.5

A
ccounts of know

ledge w
hich arc exterriahist in A

rm
strong's

sense m
ark

an im
portant break w

ith tradition, according to w
hich know

ledge is a kind of
justified. true belief. O

n traditional
accounts, in part because justification is

an essential ingredient in know
ledge, a central task of epistem

ology is to
give an account of w

hat justification consists in. A
nd, according

to tradition,
w

hat is required for a person to bejustified in holding
a belief is for that person

to have a certain justification for the belief, w
here having a justification is

typically identified w
ith being in a position, in

som
e relevant sense, to pro-

duce an appropriate argum
ent for the belief in question. \V

hat is distinctive
about cxternahist accounts of know

ledge,
as A

rm
strong saw

 it, w
as that

they do not require justification, at least in the traditional
sense. K

now
ledge

m
erely requires having a true belief w

hich is appropriately connected w
ith

the w
orld.

B
ut w

hile A
rm

strong's w
ay of view

ing reliability accounts of know
ledge

has them
 rejecting the view

 that know
ledge requires justified

true belief, A
lvin

G
oldm

an cam
e to offer quite a different

w
ay of view

ing the im
port of relia-

bilitv theories; in 1979, G
oldm

an suggested that instead of seeing reliability
accounts as rejecting the claim

 that know
ledge requires justified true belief,

w
e should instead em

brace an account w
hich identifies justified belief w

ith
reliably produced belief.' R

eliability theories of know
ledge,

on this w
ay of

understanding them
, offer a non-traditional account of w

hat is required for
a belief to he justified. T

his paper of G
oldm

an's, and his subsequent extended
developm

ent of the idea," have been at the center of epistem
ological dis-

cussion ever since.
T

he 1980 volum
e of M

Idw
est Studies in P/nlosophj

w
as devoted to w

ork in
epistem

ology and tw
o papers in that volum

e, both reprinted
here, inaugu-

A
 B

R
IE

F H
IST

O
R

IC
A

L
 IN

T
R

O
D

U
C

T
IO

N
3

rated the current use of the term
s "externalism

" and
"internalism

." L
aurence

B
onjour's "E

xternahist T
heories of E

m
pirical K

now
ledge"1

presents an argu-
m

ent against accounts w
hich identify know

ledge w
ith reliably

produced true
belief. B

ut w
hile B

onjour claim
s to be follow

ing
A

rm
strong's use of the term

"externalist," and w
hile his paper is entitled "E

xternalist T
heories of

A
w

u'l-
edge" [m

y italics], B
onjour's use of the

term
 is, in fact, im

portantly different
from

 A
rm

strong's. For B
onjour, w

hat is im
portantabout the theories he is tar-

geting is that they seem
 to offer —

w
hether

their authors put it in these term
s

or not
reliability theories of justficatzon. T

he
term

 "externahisrn." as B
onjour

uses it, prim
arily applies to accounts of justified belief, and only derivativelv

to accounts of know
ledge. T

hus, B
onjour notes;

W
hen view

ed from
 the general standpoint of the

w
estern epistem

ologi-
cal tradition, externahism

 represents
a very radical departure. It seem

s
safe to say that until very recent tim

es,no serious philosopher of know
l-

edge w
ould have dream

ed of suggesting that
a person's beliefs m

ight be
epistem

ically justified sim
ply in virtue of facts

or relations that w
ere

external to his subjective conception.
D

escartes, for exam
ple, w

ould
surely have been quite unim

pressed by
the suggestion that his prob-

lem
atic beliefs about the external w

orld
w

ere justified if only they w
ere

in fact reliably related to the w
orld

—
w

hether
or not he had any reason

for thinking this to be so. C
learly his conception, and

that of genera-
tions of philosophers w

ho follow
ed,

w
as that such a relation could play

a justificatory role only if the believer possessed adequate
reason

for
thinking that it obtained.'2

B
onjour argues that reliability theories of justified

belief —
w

hich
he term

s
"externalist" theories of justification —

fly
in the face of im

portant intuitions
about justification, and

w
orse, fail even to address the m

ost central issues
of epistem

ology E
xternahist theories of justification

are not m
erely m

istaken
in

detail, according to B
onjour; they are fundam

entally m
isguided

in
conception.

In the sam
e volum

e, A
lvin G

oldm
an introduces

the term
 "internahism

"

T
raditional epistem

ology
.

.
. has

beeP predom
inantly internahst.

or ego-
centric. O

n [this]
perspective, epistem

ology's job
is

to construct a
doxastic principle or procedure

from
 the inside, from

 our ow
n indi-

vidual vantage point. T
o adopt

a K
antian idiom

, a [doxastic principle
m

ust not be "heteronom
ous," or dictated "from

 w
ithout." It

m
ust he

"autonom
ous," a law

 w
e can give to ourselves and w

hich
w

e have grounth
for

giving to ourselves. T
he objective optim

ahity of
a [doxastic principhej,

5.
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4 HILARY KORNBLITI-I

on this view, does not make it right. A [doxastic principle] counts as
right only it is "ccrtitIablc"Jrorn zcitliin.

Goldman argues that an internalist conception of justification is entirely
untenable.

Goldman and Bonjour thus independently and simultaneously named this
fundamental distinction. Goldman argues that any tenable theory of justifi-
cation will have to reject internalisin: only externalism will do. Bonjour argues
that any tenable theory of justification will have to reject externalism; only
internalism will do.

'lhe debate over the proper form of a theory of justificd belief has
occupied ccntcr stage in epistemological discussions ever since this apt bit of
terminology was coined. As the papers in this volume attest, this issue is con-
nccted in fundamental ways with questions about the very nature and goals
of epistemological theorizing.

2 Descartes' Legacy

Although thc terminology of "internalism" and "externalism" is a relatively
rccent coinage, the question at issue is a longstanding one. Perhaps the best
way to understand the debate between internalists and externalists is to see
how the issuc arose out of the failure of Descartes' epistemology

Descartes' understanding of the nature of episternological prob-
leins ocatcs them squarely within the first-person perspective. The
Medilationc. written in a confessional style, presents the reader with
Descartes' concerns: Descartes recognizes that he, like all of us, has had
mistaken beliefs in the past, and thus it is inevitable that his current body
of beliefs should contain mistakes as well. Descartes wishes to have an
accuratc understanding of the world around him, and simply building
on the beliefs he already has, taking them at face-value, would surely
involvc building on those very mistaken bcliefs. Thus, in order to improve
his understanding of the world, he resolves to suspend belief in any
claim which might bc wrong; this idea leads very quickly, by way of the
Dream Argument. to total suspension of belief. Descartes must begin
again: he must form his beliefs anew, "from the very foundation," as he
puts it.

Now one of the interesting things about the Cartesian epistemological
project is that Descartes holds that he can figure out, from this internal
pcrspcctive, precisely how it is that he should go on. Moreovei Descartes

A BRIEF HISTORICAL INTRODtCTION

holds that the principles of belief acquisition which he comes to cncloi sc
are guaranteed to result in accurate beliefs about the world around him.
This is far more optimistic than any philosopher has been ever since.
but it is precisely Descartes' optimism about the powers of' hunian
reason that lays the foundation for the debate between internalism and
externalism.

On the one hand. Descartes proceeds from the first-person, ihinkin
about epistemological problems as any internalist would. He is concerned ti)
figure out which principles of reasoning appear to be best; he then wishes to
take those principles and apply them so as to forrr belief's which confiui m
to the principles he has endorsed. In so doing, Descartes forms his bclicis in
thoroughly responsible way: he is not merely acquiring beliefs vi1l-rii1l but in
a careful, self-conscious, and calculated manner, designed to get him at the
truth.

But this is not all which Descartes claims to achieve. Dcscartcs does
not believe that he has merely discovered a set of principles which sein to
assist him in his goal of coming to understand the world as it actua1l is.

Rathet; Descartes believes that he has shown, from within his own subjective
perspective, that these principles must in fact succeed in getting him at thc
truth.

If Descartes could have done this, he would have achieved something
quite remarkable. First, he would have discovered a set of principles for
forming beliefs which, from his own subjective perspective, appear to Ix'
optimal in getting at the truth. He would not form a single belief which
did not meet his own subjective standards. Second, he would have discovercd
a set of principles which, in fact, are optimal in getting at the truth. Thus,
all of the beliefs formed would in fact meet these objective standards. Third.
he would have devised a proof, from within his own subjective perspcc-
tive, which would assure that those principles meeting his subjective
standards are in fact objectively successful. The fact that his subjective stan-
dards are objectively correct would thus in no way depend on lucky ace iclents;
all of the necessary conditions for objective validity would be fully availabk
and certifiable from within Descartes' subjective perspective. This combina-
tion of features would allow him to effectively respond to the skeptic on tht'
skeptic's own terms: Descartes could conclusively prove that his beliefs
are true.

Now the problems which arise for this project do not depend upon
Descartes' optimism in thinking that he had discovered principles \\hich
would guarantee that his beliefs be true. For if Descartes had only
thought that he had discovered principles which guaranteed the 1ikelihod.

r
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right only it is "certifiable"frorn wit/un.

Goldman argues that an internalist conception of justification is entirely
untenable.

Goldman and Bonjour thus independently and simultaneously named this
fundamental distinction. Goldman argues that any tenable theory of justifi-
cation will have to reject internalism: only externalism will do. Bonjour argues
that any tenable theor of justification will have to reject externalism; only
internalism will do.

'l'he debate over the proper form of a theory of justified belief has
occupied center stage in episternological discussions ever since this apt bit of
terminology was coined. As the papers in this volume attest, this issue is con-
nected in fundamental ways with questions about the very nature and goals
of epistemological theorizing.

2 Descartes' Legacy

Although the terminology of "internalism" and "externalism" is a relatively
recent coinage, the question at issue is a longstanding one. Perhaps the best
way to understand the debate between internalists and externalists is to see
how the issue arose out of the failure of Descartes' epistemology

Descartes' understanding of the nature of epistemological prob-
leins locates them squarely within the first-person perspective. The
lIeditationc. written in a confessional style, presents the reader with
Descartes' concerns: Descartes recognizes that he, like all of us, has had
mistaken beliefs in the past, and thus it is inevitable that his current body
of beliefs should contain mistakes as well. Descartes wishes to have an
accurate understanding of the world around him, and simply building
on the beliefs he already has, taking them at face-value, would surely
involve building on those very mistaken beliefs. Thus, in order to improve
his understanding of the world, he resolves to suspend belief in any
claim which might be wrong; this idea leads very quickly by way of the
Dream Argument. to total suspension of belief. Descartes must begin
again: he must form his beliefs anew, "from the very foundation," as he
puts it.

Now one of the interesting things about the Cartesian epistemological
prject is that Descartes holds that he can figure out, from this internal
perspective, precisely how it is that he should go on. Moreovei Descartes
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holds that the principles of belief acquisition which he comes to endom se
are guaranteed to result in accurate beliefs about the world around him.
This is far more optimistic than any philosopher has been ever since.
but it is precisely Descartes' optimism about the powers of human
reason that lays the foundation for the debate between internalisrn and
externalism.

On the one hand. Descartes proceeds from the first-person. thinking
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to the principles he has endorsed. In so doing, Descartes forms his beliefs in
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a careful, self-conscious, and calculated manner, designed to get him at the
truth.
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not believe that he has merely discovered a set of principles which oem to
assist him in his goal of coming to understand the world as it actually is.
Rathem; Descartes believes that he has shown, from within his own subjective
perspective, that these principles must in fact succeed in getting him at the
truth,

If Descartes could have done this, he would have achieved something
quite remarkable. First, he would have discovered a set of principles for
forming beliefs which, from his own subjective perspective, appear to he
optimal in getting at the truth. He would not form a single belief which
did not meet his own subjective standards. Second, he would have discovered
a set of principles which, in fact, are optimal in getting at the truth. Thus,
all of the beliefs formed would in fact meet these objective standards. Third.
he would have devised a proof, from within his own subjective perspec-
tive, which would assure that those principles meeting his subjective
standards are in fact objectively successful. The fact that his subjective stan-
dards are objectively correct would thus in no way depend on lucky accidents:
all of the necessary conditions for objective validity would he fully available
and certifiable from within Descartes' subjective perspective. This combina-
tion of features would allow him to effectively respond to the skeptic on the
skeptic's own terms: Descartes could conclusively prove that his beliefs
are true.

Now the problems which arise fbr this project do not depend upon
Descartes' optimism in thinking that he had discovered principles which
would guarantee that his beliefs be true. For if Descartes had only
thought that he had discovered principles which guaranteed the likelihood.
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in some objective sense, that his beliefs be true, his position would still
have been problematic. For consider an individual who reasons very
badly Imagine that this individual is not someone who is unconcerned
about getting at the truth. Rather, he cares deeply about having true
beliefs, and before forming any belief, he very carefully scrutinizes his evi-
dence fbr and against it. Or rather, he scrutinizes the evidence for and
against it to the extent to which he is capable; and he is not very capable
at all. From the inside, he is aware of trying very hard to form true beliefs,
and indeed, he is trying very hard. He is thinking about epistemological
issues as hard as he can. But his reasoning ability simply does not meet
any reasonable objective standard. Unfortunately he lives in a fool's paradise:
he believes that he is reasoning well; he believes that he is reasoning
perfectly, but in actual fact, he is reasoning very poorly indeed. Although
this individual has fully met his own subjective standards for good reason-
ing, and although he has shown to his own satisfaction that his own
subjective standards cannot fail to have a real purchase on the truth, he is
reasoning so poorly that a very large percentage of his beliefs are throughly
mistaken.

Now it surely seems that there could be such an individual, and, if
this is correct, then we need to know how it is that Descartes could
possibly show that he is not in the very position which our fool finds
himself in. And it seems quite clear that he cannot. For to show that he
satisfies his own subjective standards does not distinguish him from our
fool, and to show that, by his own subjective standards, he genuinely
does have a real purchase on the truth does not distinguish him from our fool
either.

Now if one grants that this is correct, one will have to grant that the
project Descartes attempted to carry out could not possibly have suc-
ceeded. On the one hand, there is the laudable goal in Descartes to
form beliefs in a way which manifests a kind of intellectual integrity: he
wishes to form beliefs which fully satisfy his own subjective standards.
On the other hand, he has another laudable goal: he wishes to form
beliefs in ways which have some objective purchase on the truth. The
intcrnalist is someone who identifies justified belief with beliefs satisfying
something like the first of these goals. The externalist, on the other hand,
is soniconc ho identifies justified belief with something like satisfying
the second. Descartes thought he had a proof that whatever satisfies the first
goal automatically satisfies the second as well. But it now seems that that is
not so. And if it is not so. then the idea that we might have a conception of
justified belief which answers to both of these goals simultaneously must be
rejected as well. But where then should we locate the concept of justified
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belief? The debate between internalists and externalists attempts to answer
this question.

I have been intentionally vague in saying just what internalism and
externalism are committed to. While the broad outlines of these two views
are clear enough, precisely what each position comes to is itself a subject
of current controversy It would thus be a mistake to provide plecise
accounts of these two views in this introduction; the state of the art will not
allow it.

3 The Essays

The essays contained here show the evolution of this debate over tlie
past twenty years. Reading through them will bring the reader up to date.
The volume begins with the essays by Bonjour and Goldman which placed
this issue at the center of epistemological discussion. Chapter 3. by William
P. Alston, "Internalism and Externalisni in Epistemology," distinguishes
two different kinds of internalism: perspecti'al internalism and access
internalism. According to the first of these, only features which arc, in
some appropriate sense, within an agent's perspective may serve to deter-
mine the justificatory status of that agent's beliefs; according to the second.
only states to which an agent has appropriate access may determine a
belief's justificatory status. Alston examines the motivations for each of
these kinds of internalism and argues that, in the end, "existing forms
of internalism are in serious trouble." In chapter 4, "How Internal Can
You Get?," I further explore the motivation behind internalism and argue
that the very coherence of the position depends on an implausibly strong
Cartesian premise. Barry Stroud examines the nature of the philosophi-
cal enterprise in chapter 5, "Understanding Human Knowledge in Gen-
eral." A philosophical understanding of the nature of knowledge difiCrs
in important ways from the scientific enterprise of understanding human
knowledge, and Stroud develops a view about what a successful philo-
sophical understanding of human knowledge would entail. Stroud argues
that neither traditional Cartesian views about knowledge nor their exter-
nalist rivals can provide a satisfying account of knowledge in general.
In chapter 6, "Reliabilism and Intellectual Virtue," Ernest Sosa makes
the case for a kind of virtue epistemology which blends both internahist
and externalist elements. On Sosa's view, no successful epistemology can
ignore either of these two dimensions of epistemic appraisal. Richard
Foley develops an internalist perspective on epistemology in chapter 7,
"What Am I to Believe?" Foley argues that the most fundamental questions
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in epistemology must inevitably be addressed from the first-person, or
egocentric, perspective. In chapter 8, "Epistemic Perspectivism," Frederick
Schmitt presents a thorough account of the many different views which iden-
tify justified belief with belief somehow sanctioned by the agent's perspec-
tive. Schmitt argues that none of these views is defensible. Alvin Goldman
presents a case against internalism in chapter 9, "Internalism Exposed."
Goldman argues that internalism faces insurmountable problems, not only of
detail, but of fundamental conception. The case in favor of internalism is
taken up by Earl Conce and Richard Feldman in chapter 10, "Internalism
Defended." Internalism, they argue, survives the many assaults mounted
against it.

Thcre is an extensive literature on this subject, and anyone interested in
pursuing this issue in more detail should consult the Further Reading section
at the end of the volume.
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