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INTRODUCTION: MOTIVATIONS FOR SOSA’S EPISTEMOLOGY 
 
 

Over the last four decades, Ernest Sosa has defended a complex and penetrating theory of 

knowledge—one that has consequences for every important issue raised in recent epistemology, and 

for many related issues as well.  The essays in this volume, for example, address Sosa’s positions 

regarding the nature of knowledge, internalism and externalism about justification, skepticism, 

foundationalism and coherentism, and the nature of intellectual virtue, but also his positions 

regarding realism, internalism and externalism about mental states, and the nature of reference.  

 I will not try to summarize Sosa’s views here, or to otherwise give them adequate treatment.  

This I leave to the volume’s capable contributors, who provide both useful summaries and critical 

discussions of many aspects of Sosa’s work in their essays.  Rather, in this introduction I will 

reconstruct what, it seems to me, are some of the most important arguments motivating Sosa’s 

general position in epistemology.   I take this general position to be “externalist,” in that it makes 

positive epistemic status depend on factors relevantly external to the knower.  Furthermore, Sosa’s 

general view is correctly characterized as a virtue theory, in that it adopts a distinctive direction of 

analysis.  Specifically, it defines the evaluative properties of beliefs in terms of the evaluative 

properties (or virtues) of believers.  Finally, Sosa’s view places central importance on the notion of 

an epistemic perspective, where this is understood as a set of second-order beliefs about one’s first-

order beliefs and the reliability of their sources.  Hence the label “virtue perspectivism” for Sosa’s 

view. 

 

1. Three options in epistemology. 

It is fair to say that Sosa sees three broad options available in epistemology—not in the sense that 

these are the only ones logically possible, but in the sense that these are the ones deemed most 
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plausible by those, past and present, who have thought carefully about relevant matters.  The 

options are these: 

 

Classical foundationalism.   The central idea is that one knows only what is obvious and what can be 

deductively proved from the obvious. Descartes’s rationalism is an example, since “he concludes 

that we know only what we intuit or deduce: that our acceptance of a true proposition can have the 

epistemic justification (authority, warrant, status, call it what you will) required for knowledge only if 

it is either itself a rational intuition or the outcome of a logical deduction from nothing but rational 

intuitions as ultimate premises”1.  Hume’s theory also counts, however, since he accepts as 

knowledge only what can be proved “on the basis of what is obvious at any given moment through 

reason or experience” (KP, 166-7). 

 

Coherentism.  The coherentist rejects the idea of foundational knowledge, or knowledge that is not 

dependent on further knowledge for its evidence.  The central idea is that all knowledge (justified 

belief, warranted belief) depends on further beliefs for its status as such.  More specifically, a belief 

qualifies as knowledge in virtue of its membership in a sufficiently coherent and comprehensive 

system of beliefs. 

 

Reliabilism.  A belief qualifies as knowledge (justified, warranted) in virtue of its deriving from a 

reliable (truth-conducive) process.  Since some reliable processes depend on further beliefs for their 

inputs and some do not, there is no bar in principle to foundational knowledge.  In fact, reliabilism 

is best understood as a kind of foundationalism.  “Every bit of knowledge still lies atop a pyramid of 

knowledge.  But the building requirements for pyramids are now less stringent.  A belief may now 

join the base not only through perfectly reliable rational intuition but also through introspection, 

perception, or memory.  And one may now erect a superstructure on such a basis not only by 

deduction but also by induction, both enumerative and hypothetical or explanatory” (KP, 89). 
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 Sosa levels several objections against the first two options, some of them quite traditional.  For 

example, classical foundationalism is criticized for allowing too narrow a foundation to preserve the 

bulk of ordinary knowledge, and coherentism is criticized for failing to assign a proper role to 

experience in the justification of belief.  Such objections can be both powerful and instructive, 

especially in the versions that Sosa formulates them. I will ignore these here, however, and instead 

focus on a different series of objections raised by Sosa.  These latter are aimed not so much at 

technical flaws or theoretical lacunae, but at the very motivations for the two positions.  Properly 

understood, I believe, these objections help us to recognize, and to some extent reconceive, what is 

at issue in the dispute among competing options in epistemology. 

 

2. Against the argumentative account of justification. 

Standing behind various arguments for coherentism, and behind various objections to 

foundationalism, is what Sosa calls the “argumentative account of justification” (KP, 253).  

According to Donald Davidson, “What distinguishes a coherence theory is simply the claim that 

nothing can count as a reason for holding a belief except another belief.  Its partisan rejects as 

unintelligible the request for a ground or source of justification of another ilk.”2  According to 

Richard Rorty, “nothing counts as justification unless by reference to what we already accept, and 

there is no way to get outside our beliefs and our language so as to find some test other than 

coherence.”3  Such reasoning at once makes foundational beliefs absurd and coherentism the only 

live option in sight. Right behind such reasoning, Sosa suggests, is the following argumentative 

conception of justification (AJ): 
 
(a) that for a belief to be justified is for the believer to justify it or to have justified it;  
 
and 
 
(b) that for one to justify a belief (really, successfully) is for one correctly and 

seriously to use considerations or reasons in its favor. 

But why accept (AJ)?  Of course one can point to common usage, and insist that to justify is to bring 

reasons in favor.  And if that does not work, one can simply stipulate accordingly.  However, Sosa 
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points out, neither of these strategies will give the coherentist what he wants.  For in that case it 

remains possible that some knowledge is not justified, and so nothing so far counts against 

foundationalism or in favor of coherentism.  The substantive issue is raised again by talking about 

epistemic authority (or warrant, or aptness), and by asking whether all epistemic authority requires 

argumentative justification. 

 Moreover, Sosa argues, the argumentative account is in trouble as an account of epistemic 

authority in general.  For to “correctly” use reasons in favor is surely to use justified reasons in 

favor, and in that case we are faced with a vicious regress.  If a belief is knowledge only by being 

justified, and if being justified requires being based on further justified reasons, then there will be no 

end to the process of justifying. 

 A natural response by the coherentist is to say that justification ends in coherence: that 

ultimately a belief is justified not by further reasons brought in its favor, but by its membership in a 

coherent system of reasons.  An alternative response is to say that justification ends with what our 

peers let us say: that ultimately a belief is justified because it meets the standards that society plus 

context fix in place.  But either response gives up the argumentative account of justification, and the 

idea that epistemic authority is always won by virtue of giving reasons.  On the contrary, each 

response specifies an alternative basis for justification (coherence or social standards), and in doing 

so enters into a dispute with the foundationalist on equal footing.  In other words, each response 

claims that something else, not justified reasons, is the ultimate source of epistemic authority. 

 

3. Supervenience and normative epistemology. 

The issues above are brought into clear focus by another important theme in Sosa’s work: that of 

the supervenience of the evaluative.  In general, Sosa thinks, we should accept the thesis that the 

evaluative supervenes on the non-evaluative.  In other words, we should accept the idea that a thing 

has its evaluative properties in virtue of its non-evaluative properties. 

 For example, suppose we think that a particular car is a good one.  Surely this must be in virtue 

of other properties that the car has, for example the mileage that it gets, its ability to accelerate, its 
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look, etc.  To deny this would be to accept that two cars could be alike in all their non-evaluative 

properties (both intrinsic and relational) and yet differ in their evaluative ones.  But this seems 

absurd.  The same reasoning holds for epistemically evaluative properties. 
 
Suppose S and Twin-S live lives indistinguishable physically or 
psychologically, indistinguishable both intrinsically and contextually, 
on Earth and Twin-Earth respectively.  Surely there can then be no 
belief of S epistemically justified without a matching belief held by 
Twin-S with equal epistemic justification.  Epistemic justification 
must accordingly supervene upon or derive from physical or 
psychological properties of the subject of belief, properties either 
intrinsic or contextual. (KP, 110) 

An important aim of epistemology, Sosa reasons, is to specify the non-evaluative basis of 

supervenience, thus allowing a special sort of insight into the nature of justification and knowledge.  

In this respect, coherentists and foundationalists share a common goal: to specify such a basis in 

relatively simple and complete terms. 

 It is from this perspective that the argumentative account of justification seems clearly hopeless.  

According to (AJ), for one to justify a belief is for one “correctly and seriously to use considerations 

or reasons in its favor.”  But again, how are we to understand “correctly”?  The most obvious way is 

in terms of some epistemically evaluative property.  Alternatively, “considerations or reasons” will 

have to be understood that way.  And therefore the argumentative account fails to get beyond the 

epistemically evaluative.  What is required for that, as we saw above, is that something else be 

considered more ultimate. 

 Also from this perspective, certain arguments against foundationalism can be seen in a new light.  

For example, “doxastic ascent” arguments charge that there can be no property F in virtue of which 

belief B is foundationally justified, unless one is justified in believing that B has F.  But then B is not 

foundational at all, since its justification depends on B’: the belief that B has F.  But this line of 

reasoning, Sosa argues, would implicate all of substantive epistemology with foundationalism, 

coherentism included.  For anyone who accepts it would have to accept the following as well: 
 
that a belief B is justified in virtue of membership in a coherent system only 
if one is justified in believing that it has such member ship. 
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And more generally, 
 
that a belief B is justified in virtue of any property X only if one is justified in 
believing that B has X. 

 Clearly, such commitments entail an infinite regress of justified beliefs.  More importantly from 

the present perspective, however, they are inconsistent with the supervenience of the epistemically 

evaluative.  No matter what we specify as a non-epistemic source of justification, coherence 

included, such commitments require that something else is needed; viz., another justified belief.  This 

“would then preclude the possibility of supervenience, since it would entail that the source of 

justification always includes an epistemic component.” (KP, 183) 

 

4. Against internalism. 

Considerations about supervenience throw light on another important issue: the dispute between 

internalism and externalism about justification.  In effect, the internalist claims that justification (or 

warrant, or aptness) supervenes entirely on factors that are in some sense internal to the knower.  

From the point of view of coherentism, this includes only the knower’s beliefs, and perhaps relevant 

relations among them.  From the point of view of classical foundationalism, this includes other 

psychological states as well, including sensory experience and other relevant aspects of conscious 

awareness.  If internalism is correct, then it is not possible for believers to be equal in these internal 

respects and yet different in their epistemically evaluative properties.  But that seems wrong, as 

several thought experiments show.   

 Consider first the victim of a Cartesian deceiver.  Such a victim might be your psychological 

counterpart, with a system of beliefs as coherent as your own.  Now suppose some few of these 

beliefs are true. Surely they do not amount to knowledge, even though they are both true and 

coherent.  The moral of the story, Sosa suggests, is that knowledge requires some epistemic 

excellence other than coherence. 

 Notice, however, that the same reasoning applies if we broaden our conception of the internal.  

For we can imagine that the demon victim is like you in all internal respects, including those deemed 
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important by classical foundationalism.  Hence we can imagine a victim who shares not only your 

beliefs, but also your sensory experience, and all other aspects of your conscious awareness.  Again, 

the victim’s beliefs are not knowledge even when true, and therefore something epistemically 

significant is lacking in his predicament.  What might that be?   
 
Compare this: Mary and Jane arrive at conclusion C, Mary through a 
brilliant proof, Jane through a tissue of fallacies.  At present, 
however, they both have forgotten the relevant stretches of their 
respective reasonings, and each takes herself to have established her 
conclusion validly. . . . No doubt we normally would grant Mary 
justification and withhold it from Jane.  Would we not judge Jane’s 
belief unjustified since based essentially on fallacies?4 

 
Sosa’s point in the above passage is that aetiology matters for epistemic justification; i.e., it matters 

how a belief comes about, even if this is lost on the believer.  But of course aetiology is an external 

matter.  A belief’s causal history is not something “internal” in any relevant sense. 

Second case: You remember having oatmeal for breakfast, because 
you did experience having it, and have retained that bit of 
information through your excellent memory.  Your counterpart self-
attributes having had oatmeal for breakfast, and may self-attribute 
remembering that to be so (as presumably do you), but his beliefs are 
radically wide of the mark, as are an army of affiliated beliefs, since 
your counterpart was created just moments ago, complete with all of 
those beliefs and relevant current experiences.  Are you two on a par 
in respect of epistemic justification? (SI, 153-4) 

Clearly you are on a par in some senses of “justification”; for example, any sense that depends only 

on factors internal to the believing subject.  Presumably you are also on a par in respect to doing 

your epistemic duty, believing with epistemic responsibility, and believing according to your own 

deepest standards.  But all of these senses of justification, Sosa argues, fail to capture aspects of 

epistemic excellence that are important to knowledge.  Most importantly, they fail to capture any 

involved in being appropriately related to the truth.   
 
Knowledge requires coherence, true enough, but it often requires 
more: e.g., that one be adequately related, causally or counterfactually, 
to the objects of one’s knowledge, to one’s environment or 
surroundings, which is not necessarily ensured by the mere coherence 
of one’s beliefs, no matter how comprehensively coherent they may 
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be. . . .  Knowledge requires not only internal justification or 
coherence or rationality, but also external warrant or aptness.  We 
must be both in good internal order and in appropriate external 
relation to our surrounding world.5 

 
The epistemically evaluative supervenes on states internal to the knower, such as her beliefs and 

experiences, but also on states broader than these, including external relations to the object known 

and to the wider environment.  Internalism with respect to the epistemic justification, or the kind of 

justification involved in knowledge, is false. 

 

5. Virtue Epistemology. 

Let us take stock of what we have so far: The argumentative account of justification motivates 

coherentism, while internalism motivates both coherentism and classical foundationalism.  But 

considerations about the supervenience of the evaluative tell against both the argumentative account 

and internalism. Coherentism and classical foundationalism, therefore, are importantly undermined.   

 One might consider internalism to be inessential to classical foundationalsim, however.  For 

example, one might accept Sosa’s characterization of rationalism as a limiting case of reliabilism, 

where the reliability that is required is infallibility.  Still, there are problems with classical 

foundationalism other than internalism.  We have already seen one such problem: the foundations 

that classical foundationalism proposes are too narrow to account for all of our knowledge.  In this 

section I will introduce another as well.  These problems are important to consider, because Sosa 

thinks that turning to a virtue epistemology solves them. 

 According to classical foundationalism, foundational knowledge is through intuition and 

introspection.  A broader foundationalism allows observation as well.  But how are we to understand 

these sources of knowledge?  According to Sosa, there is an important problem here. 
 

What is a rational intuition?  Is it a true belief, without inference, in 
something logically necessary?  Not necessarily, for such a belief can arise 
and be sustained by guessing or by superstition or brainwashing—and, in any 
of these cases, even if one believes something logically necessary, this does 
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not imply that one knows what one believes.  The question remains: What is 
a rational intuition? 6 

 
Similar questions arise with regard to introspection and observation. 
 

The observer sees the white dodecagon and has two thoughts.  He thinks, 
first, that his visual experience has a certain character, that of being a visual 
experience as if he saw a white dodecagon.  And he thinks, further, that in 
fact he sees a white dodecagon a certain distance away.  Although he is twice 
right, however, he is right only by chance, for he lacks the capacity to 
distinguish dodecagons with a high probability of success—indeed he often 
confuses dodecagons with decagons. (BIF, 117-119) 

 
 The foundationalist might try to account for introspective knowledge by invoking the idea of 

direct awareness.  But there is an ambiguity in the essential notion of awareness.  In one sense, all 

conscious states are objects of awareness.  In this sense, it is possible to be “aware” of something 

without taking note of it, as happens when we fail to attend to some aspect of our conscious 

experience.  In another sense, however, awareness implies that the object of awareness is noticed—

that it is the object of one’s conscious attention.  Sosa calls the first kind of awareness “experiential 

awareness” (or e-awareness) and he calls the second “noticing awareness” (or n-awareness).  The 

latter notion will not do in an account of introspective knowledge, however, since it is already 

epistemically evaluative.  As Sosa notes, to be n-aware of something already implies a kind of 

positive epistemic status.  If the notion of direct awareness is to explain the evaluative in terms of 

the non-evaluative, therefore, awareness will have to be understood as e-awareness. 

 But that puts us back where we started: How are we to explain the lack of introspective 

knowledge regarding the dodecagon, if introspection involves belief based on direct e-awareness, 

and if the observer has such awareness of the dodecagon quality of his experience?   

 As Sosa notes, the problem here is analogous to Chisholm’s ”Problem of the Speckled Hen.” 

The classical foundationalist wants to say that we can have introspective knowledge of certain 

features of our conscious experience.  But clearly not all features of our experience can be known by 

introspection—for example, we cannot know by introspection that the image of a hen has forty-
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eight speckles. So which features are the ones that we can know by introspection?   And of course 

similar questions arise for rational intuition and observation: Which necessary truths are the ones we 

can know just by intuiting them?  Which features of things can we know just by observing them? 

 Sosa concludes that to answer these questions we must invoke the notion of an intellectual 

virtue. 

How will the classical foundationalist specify which features belong on which 
side of that divide?  It is hard to see how this could be done without 
appealing to intellectual virtues or faculties seated in the subject.  For 
example, an attribution of a feature to an experience or thought is perhaps 
foundationally justified only when it derives from the operation of a reliable 
virtue or faculty. (BIF, 134-135) 

 
 According to Sosa, and intellectual virtue is a truth-conducive disposition in the subject.  It is a 

competence or power to reliably arrive at truth and avoid falsehood in a relevant field, when in 

relevant circumstances.  It is with reference to such dispositions, he argues, that we can solve the 

Problem of the Speckled Hen, as well as the analogous problems for rational intuition and 

observation. 

How then would one distinguish 
 
(i) an unjustified ‘introspective’ judgment, say that one’s image 

has 48 speckles, when it is a true  judgment, and one issued in 
full view of the image with that specific character, 

from 
 
(ii) a justified ‘introspective’ judgment, say that one’s image has 3 

speckles? 
 
The relevant distinction is that the latter judgment is both (a) safe and 
(b) virtuous, or so I wish to suggest.  It is ‘safe’ because in the 
circumstances not easily would one believe as one does without being 
right.  It is ‘virtuous’ because one’s belief derives from a way of 
forming beliefs that is an intellectual virtue, one that in our normal 
situation for forming such beliefs would tend strongly enough to give 
us beliefs that are safe. (BIF, 138-9) 
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Finally, we may return to the problem of narrow foundations.  By understanding knowledge in 

terms of intellectual virtue, Sosa argues, we can solve this problem as well.  Because they are reliable, 

faculties such as rational intuition and introspection count as intellectual virtues, and thereby give 

rise to epistemic justification for their respective products.  But so is memory reliable, as are various 

modes of sensory observation.  Similarly, various faculties of inductive reasoning, including 

coherence-seeking reason, reliably take one from true belief to further true belief, and hence count 

as virtues in their own right.  By defining epistemic justification in terms of intellectual virtue, we get 

a unified account of all the sources of justification recognized by classical foundationalism, and more 

besides. 

 

6. A kinder, gentler externalism. 
So far our discussion has left out a central theme of Sosa’s epistemology: that fully human 

knowledge requires an epistemic perspective, or a perspective on one’s beliefs as deriving from 

intellectual virtues.  Such a requirement is needed, Sosa argues, to accommodate persistent internalist 

intuitions regarding knowledge and justification.  Internalism is false, Sosa thinks, as the arguments 

above show.  Nevertheless, “Such intuitions reflect a long tradition and still demand their due.”7 

 Such intuitions are brought out by two related problems. 

 

The New Evil Demon Problem.  Suppose that S is your cognitive twin, sharing an identical mental 

life, but in a possible world where his beliefs are in massive error due to the influence of a Cartesian 

deceiver.  It seems wrong to say that S’s beliefs are in no sense justified, even if they are not reliably 

formed. 

The Meta-incoherence Problem. Suppose that S’s belief is produced by a perfectly reliable faculty of 

clairvoyance.  Suppose also, however, that S has no evidence in favor of the belief, or even has 

evidence against it.  It seems wrong to say that S’s belief is justified, even if it is reliably formed. 
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These are problems for externalism in general and for reliabilism in particular, since they suggest that 

justification is indeed an internal matter. 

 Sosa addresses the two problems by noting that intellectual virtue, and hence justification, is 

relative to an environment and to an epistemic group.  Accordingly, we may say that a belief is 

justified relative to an environment E and group G, only if it is produced by what is an intellectual 

virtue (i.e. a reliable cognitive faculty) relative to E and G.  Usually E ad G will refer to a normal 

environment and normal human beings, although E and/or G could be different depending on 

context.  

 Regarding the New Evil Demon Problem, we can say that S’s beliefs are justified relative to our 

normal G and E, since they are produced by cognitive faculties that are intellectual virtues relative to 

normal human beings situated in the actual world.  Sosa reasons that “the victim of the evil demon 

is virtuous and internally justified in every relevant respect. . . for the victim is supposed to be just 

like an arbitrarily selected normal human in all cognitively relevant internal respects.  Therefore, the 

internal structure and goings on in the victim must be at least up to par, in respect of how virtous all 

of that internal nature makes the victim, relative to a normal one of us in our usual environment for 

considering whether we have a fire before us or the like”  (KP, 143). 

 The same considerations, Sosa argues, solve The Meta-incoherence Problem as well.  For 

justification requires that the subject be as internally virtuous as a “normal one of us,” and this 

means, according to Sosa, that “the subject must attain some minimum of coherent perspective on 

her own situation in the relevant environment, and on her modes of reliable access to information 

about that environment”  (KP, 143). This is what the clairvoyant lacks, and that is why his belief is 

not justified on the present account. 

 Sosa develops the above strategy by drawing two distinctions: a) that between aptness and 

justification, and b) that between animal knowledge and reflective (or fully human) knowledge.  

First, a belief is apt only if it is produced by what is, relative to the environment, an intellectual 

virtue.  A belief is justified only if it fits within a coherent set of beliefs, including a perspective on 
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one’s fist-order belief as deriving from an intellectual virtue.  Second, a belief qualifies as animal 

knowledge so long as it is true and apt.  A belief qualifies as reflective knowledge only if, in addition 

to this, it is justified as well; that is, only if it fits within the coherent perspective of the believer (KP, 

144-5). 

 Here is Sosa on the value of such coherence: 
 
Yet coherence is, of course, valued not only by philosophers but by the reflective more 
generally. One also wants faculties and virtues beyond reflectrive, coherence-seeking reason: 
perception, for example, and memory. Equally, internal coherence goes beyond such faulties, 
and requires reason, which counts for a lot in its own right. (RK, 421) 

The resulting position, Sosa thinks, respects the internalist’s intuitions about justification, while at 

the same time preserving both internalist and externalist insights about knowledge. 

By way of concluding, I should stress that in this essay I have presented only some of the 

motivating arguments for Sosa’s position.8  Moreover, I have presented that position only in broad 

strokes—in actuality it is far more detailed and subtle, as are the arguments that Sosa brings in favor 

of it.  All this will be apparent in the essays that follow, and in Sosa’s replies to them.  Nevertheless, 

I believe that the arguments above are some of the most important in shaping Sosa’s epistemology, 

and in shaping contemporary epistemology as well. 
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