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BonJour’s argumentative strategy underlying his account of internalist empirical 

foundationalism posits a descriptive relation between an empirical belief and the 

corresponding sensory experience. I argue that his argumentative strategy makes 

it necessary to appeal to epistemic virtues, such as accuracy, simplicity and co-

herency, for the epistemic assessment of the foregoing relation. I also argue that 

the relevance of epistemic virtues to this assessment is due to what I call back-

ground beliefs in one’s belief-system. I thus conclude that BonJour’s argumen-

tative strategy is misguided in the sense that it overlooks the role of background 

beliefs in the assessment of empirical beliefs in terms of epistemic virtues, mean-

ing that there can be no basic empirical beliefs in the way suggested by BonJour. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the basic tenet of foundationalism, what are called basic (or founda-

tional) beliefs serve to justify other beliefs in one’s belief-system, while they are them-

selves non-inferentially justified, i.e., in a way that does not require any other beliefs. 

Foundationalism comes in two main versions, namely internalism and externalism. 

The internalist version maintains that the factors that confer epistemic justification on 

one’s belief-system are available in his conscious states of mind in the sense that he 

has direct and immediate access to them, whereas the externalist version acknowl-

edges the possibility that those factors that confer epistemic justification could be in-

accessible by the believer. 

Laurence BonJour (2003a) offered an account of internalist foundationalism that 

has been prominent in recent years in the epistemology literature. In this paper, I will 

unpack BonJour’s argumentative strategy underlying his account of foundationalism. 

I will argue that his argumentative strategy makes it necessary to appeal to what I shall 

call background beliefs for the epistemic assessment of empirical beliefs, thus con-

flicting with the basic tenet of empirical foundationalism. In the next section, I will 

revisit BonJour’s account to set the stage for the ensuing discussion. 
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2. BonJour’s internalist foundationalism 

BonJour develops his account of internalist foundationalism as a solution to what is 

often referred to as the Sellarsian dilemma (Sellars 1963), which is concerned with 

whether the grasp of sensory (or experiential) content is propositional (i.e. concep-

tual) or not. Briefly, this dilemma can be stated as follows. If we assume that our 

grasp of experiential content is propositional, then the proposition that contains our 

grasp of a particular sensory experience, if it is itself justified, can confer justifica-

tion on another empirical belief. But, in this case, we face the problem of explaining 

how the proposition that is supposed to confer justification does not itself stand in 

need of justification. On the other hand, if we acknowledge that our grasp of sensory 

content is non-propositional (i.e. non-conceptual), then no justification seems nec-

essary; because what we grasp in this case does not involve any conceptual claim 

concerning the character of our sensory experience. But, in this case, we face the 

problem of explaining how anything non-propositional can serve to justify beliefs 

that are propositional. 

BonJour’s proposed solution to the Sellarsian dilemma is based on a distinction 

he makes between two kinds of beliefs, namely an occurrent belief and a meta-be-

lief. While an occurrent belief is a first-order belief, a meta-belief is a second-order 

belief about the existence and content of an occurrent belief (BonJour 2003a, 61). 

BonJour regards an occurrent belief as “a conscious state” and thereby suggests that 

being aware of its propositional content and its assertive, rather than questioning or 

doubting, character are two aspects that are constitutive of having such a belief (Bon-

Jour 2003a, 62). He calls this kind of awareness induced in one’s mind while devel-

oping a first-order belief “constitutive” or “built-in awareness”, and he suggests that 

it is strictly infallible. In BonJour’s words: 

Since it is in virtue of this constitutive or “built-in” awareness of content 

that the belief is the particular belief that it is with the specific content that 

it has, rather than some other belief or some other sort of state, there is 

apparently no way in which this awareness of content could be mistaken 

– simply because there is no independent fact or situation for it to be mis-

taken about (BonJour 2003a, 64). 

Note that in BonJour’s account it is not the first-order, occurrent, belief that is 

infallible and that does not stand in need of justification. Rather, the believer does 

need a reason as to why he has developed the first-order belief in question, whereas 

he does not need any reason to justify why he has acquired a built-in awareness due 

to having the first-order belief that he has developed. 
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BonJour takes a meta-belief to be “a description of the very content involved in 

the constitutive awareness of content”. He also suggests that “by consciously having 

that constitutive awareness, [one is] in an ideal position to judge whether or not this 

description is true”. Therefore, in BonJour’s account, what counts as a basic belief is 

a true and justified meta-belief, and “constitutive awareness of content [is] the ulti-

mate source of justification”, in that it enables justifying a meta-belief in the way re-

quired by internalist foundationalism, as one has internal access to his own built-in 

awareness (BonJour 2003a, 64). 

BonJour thinks that his foregoing characterizations of the nature of an occur-

rent belief, and of its relation to a second-order meta-belief provides an escape route 

from the horns of the Sellarsian dilemma. To this end, he extends the foregoing 

account concerning occurrent and meta-beliefs to the justification of empirical be-

liefs – i.e. beliefs about sensory experiences – by drawing a parallel between a sen-

sory experience and an occurrent belief. In BonJour’s view, for example, one’s hav-

ing the visual experience of seeing a physical object, which exemplifies a sensory 

experience, is a conscious state like an occurrent belief, and it thus brings with it 

a built-in awareness of its sensory content. BonJour suggests that “[s]ince it is this 

awareness of sensory content that gives [one’s] experiential state the specific char-

acter that it has [...] there is simply no logical room for this awareness to be mistaken 

about the content in question” (BonJour 2003a, 70). In his view, like built-in aware-

ness associated with a first-order belief, built-in awareness associated with a sensory 

experience is infallible, meaning that it does not stand in need of justification. 

Even though BonJour acknowledges that the content of sensory experience is non-

conceptual and that sensory experience “seems far too specific, detailed, and variegated 

to be adequately captured in any conceptual or propositional formulation” (BonJour 

2003a, 71), he goes on to suggest that: 

I can see no reason why it would not be possible for us to have the concep-

tual resources to provide [...] a phenomenological description of experience 

to any level of precision and accuracy desired, even though it seems obvious 

that we would always fall short of an ideally complete description – as 

seems to be the case with any conceptual description (BonJour 2003a, 80).  

Therefore, in BonJour’s view, an empirical belief contains a conceptual descrip-

tion of the sensory experience which the belief is about. By virtue of having an infal-

lible awareness of the sensory content of his belief, one is “in a good, indeed an ideal, 

position to judge directly whether the conceptual description [contained in an empir-

ical belief] is accurate as far as it goes, and if so, to be thereby justified in accepting 

the belief” (BonJour 2003a, 73). This in turn means that having an infallible awareness 
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of the non-conceptual content of a sensory experience “can seemingly constitute 

a kind of reason for thinking that the description [contained in an empirical belief] is 

true or correct (or equally, of course, untrue or incorrect) – thus apparently providing 

a reason for the justification of [that belief]” (BonJour 2003a, 72). Therefore, since 

the justifying reason here is internally and directly accessible to the believer in a way 

that does not depend on any other beliefs, an empirical belief can be basic in the sense 

required by internalist foundationalism. 

3. A holistic objection to BonJour’s foundationalism 

As the previous discussion shows, an essential aspect of BonJour’s account is that it 

posits “a descriptive relation [that has] to do with the accuracy or inaccuracy of fit 

between a conceptual description and a non-conceptual object that the description 

purports to describe” (BonJour 2003a, 72). For the justification of empirical beliefs, 

he also requires that there be a direct comparison of this descriptive content with the 

content of sensory experience, so that by virtue of his built-in awareness of the latter, 

one can ascertain and recognize the accuracy of the descriptive relation between 

a basic empirical belief which he seeks to justify and the corresponding sensory ex-

perience. In BonJour’s words: 

[I]f the foregoing account is correct, we seem to have found a case of exactly 

the sort of direct comparison or “confrontation” between a conceptual de-

scription and the non-conceptual element or chunk of reality that it purports 

to describe which seems intuitively to be essential if our conceptual descrip-

tions are ever to capture reality in an ascertainable way. Such a comparison 

can only take place, to be sure, where the reality in question is itself a con-

scious state and where the description in question pertains to the conscious 

content of that very state, but in that very specific case it seems to be entirely 

unproblematic and perfectly genuine (BonJour 2003a, 74 – 75). 

Note that the requirement of direct comparison, rather than indirect, is crucial for 

BonJour’s account, for an indirect comparison would necessitate other beliefs for the 

justification of basic beliefs. This aspect of BonJour’s account has been criticized by 

Michael Bergmann: 

[I]s there, in addition to the belief B and the experience E, another act of 

judging required in order for B to be justified? BonJour’s answer is that a 

direct comparison of B’s content and E’s content is required. But can there 

be a direct comparison of those two contents without there being, in addition 

to B and E, another act of judging (or of conceiving of E in a certain way)? 
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It seems clear that the answer is “No”. For comparison (whether direct or 

not) involves noting similarities and differences. But that can’t be done if 

one isn’t aware that the items in question have certain features. And that 

requires one to judge that they have the features in question or to conceive 

of them as having those features. But again, such acts of judging or conceiv-

ing are precisely the sorts of things that can be correct or not and, hence, 

justified or not. And this is what leads immediately to the regress problems 

[...] (Bergmann 2006, 685 – 686). 

BonJour replies to Bergmann’s criticism as follows: 

I do not need some sort of further, independent justification for thinking 

that the propositional claim fits my experience and so is true. On the con-

trary, my justification grows out of my awareness of the content of the 

claim and of the corresponding experience. To be sure, I must recognize 

the fit between the two, but this recognition is not a further, cognitively 

independent judgment, which would then require further independent jus-

tification, but is instead cognitively guided by and based on those experi-

ences themselves (BonJour 2006, 745 – 746). 

BonJour’s reply indicates that he conceives of the content of an empirical belief as 

an empirical claim whose accuracy can be ascertained by making appeal to the corre-

sponding sensory experience via the built-in awareness of the content of this experience. 

It is important to note that BonJour considers accuracy to be the sole epistemic virtue in 

the assessment of this empirical claim. Here, I take an epistemic virtue to mean “a qual-

ity or character trait thought to be truth-conducive” (Montmarquet 1987, 482). There-

fore, in BonJour’s account, accuracy is an epistemic virtue in the same sense as it is used 

for an empirical claim – e.g. an empirical hypothesis or theory – namely that the accu-

racy of the empirical claim contained in a belief, i.e. its experiential content, is condu-

cive to its truth and thus to its justification. By virtue of the built-in awareness of sensory 

content, the accuracy of the description contained in an empirical belief can be ascer-

tained in comparison with the non-conceptual content of the corresponding sensory ex-

perience, and thereby the correctness of the descriptive relation between the two kinds 

of contents – namely, conceptual and non-conceptual – can be decided by the person 

who is having the sensory experience in question. 

Note that BonJour specifies no degree of accuracy that the content of an empiri-

cal belief needs to satisfy in order for it to be considered to be true and justified. He 

rather suggests that “the person must apprehend or recognize the agreement or fit be-

tween the aspect of experience being attended to and the conceptual description given 
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by the belief” (BonJour 2003b, 193), while the content of a sensory experience can be 

described with various degrees of accuracy. Therefore, in BonJour’s account, the ac-

curacy of the foregoing description always comes in degrees, and the decision con-

cerning its correctness is a personal decision, in the sense that the particular degree of 

accuracy necessary for the foregoing descriptive relation to be taken as correct, and 

thus the corresponding empirical belief to be taken as true and justified, is determined 

by the person who holds this belief. In other words, the required degree of accuracy 

follows from his own considerations that can only grow out of some of his other be-

liefs which I shall call background beliefs in his belief-system. Since these back-

ground beliefs, like other beliefs such as meta and occurrent beliefs and higher order 

beliefs, are part of his own belief-system, they cannot be cordoned off from back-

ground beliefs. By the same token, his built-in awareness of the content of his empir-

ical belief in question also cannot be cordoned off from his background beliefs; be-

cause any kind of awareness of a particular content is part of his own belief-system. 

Therefore, one’s awareness of the content of a sensory experience is necessarily laden 

with his background beliefs. 

What follows from the above considerations is that in BonJour’s account the ac-

curacy of the content of an empirical belief must be ascertained, via the built-in-aware-

ness of its content, not only with reference to the corresponding sensory experience, 

but also with reference to one’s background beliefs. This in turn means that one’s 

built-in awareness of the content of an empirical belief is not the only reason for him 

to accept or reject that belief. Rather, one’s justification for accepting an empirical 

belief is also essentially influenced by his background beliefs that are relevant to 

the epistemic assessment of the belief in terms of accuracy. This means that empirical 

beliefs cannot be basic in the way suggested by BonJour’s account, for they are only 

inferentially justified, i.e. by virtue of their inferential relations to background beliefs. 

4. The role of epistemic virtues in the assessment of empirical beliefs 

The previous discussion shows that BonJour’s argumentative strategy underlying his 

account of internalist (empirical) foundationalism has two main aspects. The first is 

to posit a descriptive relation between the conceptual content of an empirical belief 

and the non-conceptual content of the corresponding sensory experience and thereby 

to ground the justification of basic beliefs in the accuracy of this descriptive relation. 

And the second main aspect is to ascertain whether this descriptive relation possesses 

the required epistemic virtue, which is taken to be accuracy, by means of the built-in 

awareness of sensory content that is taken to be infallible. 

BonJour uses this argumentative strategy to overcome the difficulty posed by the 

Sellarsian dilemma, namely that there exists an inferential gap between the conceptual 
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content of an empirical belief and the non-conceptual content of the corresponding 

sensory experience, in the sense that one cannot directly infer the truth of the former 

content from the latter; for one is conceptual and the other is non-conceptual. The fact 

that the content of an empirical belief (i.e. description of the corresponding sensory 

experience) possesses the epistemic virtue of accuracy is taken to provide a good rea-

son for thinking that the belief in question is true and justified, thus bridging the fore-

going inferential gap. BonJour takes built-in awareness of sensory content to be the 

ultimate source of justification for basic beliefs (BonJour 2003, 64). Accordingly, in 

his account, the justification of a basic belief is ultimately grounded in whether its 

descriptive content possesses the required epistemic virtue, which is taken to be accu-

racy, while built-in awareness of sensory content is rather what enables one to recog-

nize if the descriptive content of his belief possesses the required epistemic virtue. 

BonJour takes accuracy to be the sole epistemic virtue by which to epistemically 

assess the descriptive content of an empirical belief, which amounts to a description 

of the corresponding sensory experience. However, accuracy is not the only epistemic 

virtue relevant to this assessment and other relevant epistemic virtues include the sim-

plicity of the content of a belief and its coherence with the contents of other beliefs 

belonging to the same belief-system. An epistemic virtue should be seen as a criterion 

whose fulfilment by the descriptive content of an empirical belief implies the correct-

ness of this content, and thus the truth of the belief. Like accuracy, simplicity and 

coherency also come in degrees. In cases where the epistemic virtues, which the be-

liever finds relevant to the epistemic assessment of his own empirical beliefs, pull in 

different directions, he needs to make trade-offs among the different degrees at which 

these epistemic virtues should be satisfied by his empirical beliefs. For example, a be-

liever might think that a high-degree of accuracy is more (or less) important than sim-

plicity or coherency, or vice versa, for the epistemic assessment of a particular empir-

ical belief of his. Therefore, BonJour’s argumentative strategy can be generalized in 

such a way that epistemic virtues other than accuracy are also included in the epis-

temic assessment of empirical beliefs and also that the possession of the required ep-

istemic virtue(s) by the content of the belief in question is taken as providing a good 

reason for thinking that the belief is true and justified. 

The epistemic assessment of empirical beliefs in terms of epistemic virtues is 

a personal cognitive process in the sense that it takes place in the believer’s mind. This 

means that the believer himself must decide which epistemic virtues are to be included 

in this epistemic assessment; to what extent they must be satisfied by the content of 

the belief in question; and how they weigh against each other in this assessment. These 

personal cognitive decisions require the believer to make virtue judgments that are in 

turn based on his other beliefs, namely those beliefs concerning the relevance of 
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the epistemic virtues included in the epistemic assessment and their relative im-

portance in this assessment. In this sense, those beliefs to which the believer needs to 

appeal in order to make the necessary virtue-based judgments, regardless of whether 

they are basic or not, play the role of background beliefs in the epistemic assessment 

of empirical beliefs. In other words, the believer cannot make the epistemic assess-

ment of an empirical belief in terms of epistemic virtues, which is necessary to ascer-

tain if its descriptive content possesses the required epistemic virtue(s), without ap-

pealing to his own background beliefs, meaning that there can be no basic empirical 

beliefs in the way suggested by BonJour. Therefore, his argumentative strategy is mis-

guided in the sense that it overlooks the role of background beliefs in the epistemic 

assessment of the descriptive relation it posits between the content of an empirical 

belief and its corresponding sensory experience. 

5. Concluding remarks 

The above discussion indicates the holistic nature of the epistemic justification of em-

pirical beliefs with reference to sensory experience, in a sense reminiscent of Quine’s 

holistic argument against empirical foundationalism (Quine 1951). According to 

Quine’s argument, what is tested in reference to sensory experience are not single 

(empirical) beliefs, but instead one’s entire belief-system, indicating that appeal to 

sensory experience cannot provide a ground to evaluate beliefs taken singly. Rather, 

experiential testing alone can only provide a good reason for accepting or rejecting 

his belief system taken as a whole. Therefore, in a belief-system about the external 

world, there can be no beliefs that are themselves non-inferentially justified. It is 

worth noting that Quine’s holistic argument involves no reference to epistemic vir-

tues. As I have argued in this paper, the epistemic assessment of (the contents of) em-

pirical beliefs in terms of epistemic virtues cannot be made in isolation from back-

ground beliefs that can in turn be inferentially related to some other beliefs in one’s 

belief-system. Therefore, the foregoing epistemic assessment is a holistic one – in the 

sense of Quine’s holism – that is at odds with the basic tenet of empirical foundation-

alism, namely that there are basic (i.e. non-inferentially justified) empirical beliefs. 
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