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JOHN GRECO 
 

JUSTIFICATION IS NOT INTERNAL 
 
 
1.  The Internalism-Externalism Debate in Epistemology. 

When we say that someone knows something we are making a value judgment—we are saying that 

there is something intellectually good or right about the person’s belief, or about the way she 

believes it, or perhaps about her.  We are saying, for example, that her belief is intellectually better 

than someone else’s mere opinion.  Notice that we might make this sort of value judgment even if 

the two persons agree.  Suppose that two people agree that the earth is the third planet from the 

sun.  Nevertheless, we might think that one person knows this while the other person merely 

believes it.  If so, we are making a value judgment—we are saying that there is something 

intellectually better going on in the case of knowledge.  Another way to put the point is to say that 

knowledge is a normative notion.  There is something normatively better about the case of 

knowledge, as opposed to the case of mere opinion, or even the case of true opinion.  Finally, saying 

that someone knows something is not the only sort of value judgment we can make about her belief.  

Even if we agree that some belief falls short of knowledge, we might nevertheless judge that it is 

justified, or rational, or reasonable, or responsible.  In each such case, we are saying that there is 

something normatively better about the case in question, as opposed to the case of mere opinion, or 

even the case of true opinion. 

   Internalism in epistemology is a thesis about the nature of this sort of normativity.  More precisely, 

it is a thesis about what sorts of factors determine the epistemically normative (or evaluative) status 

of belief.  Internalists claim that the epistemic status of a belief is entirely determined by factors that 
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are relevantly “internal” to the believer’s perspective on things.  That is, when a person S has some 

belief b, whether b is justified (or rational, or reasonable, or responsible) for S is entirely a function 

of factors that are relevantly internal to S’s perspective. By contrast, the “externalist” in 

epistemology denies this.  The externalist says that the epistemic status of a belief is not entirely 

determined by factors that are internal to the believer’s perspective.  When internalism and 

externalism are characterized this way, a number of things become apparent.   

 First, internalism is a rather strong thesis, in the sense that it says that epistemic status is entirely a 

function of internal factors.  By contrast, the denial of internalism is a relatively weak thesis.  

Externalism in epistemology holds that some factors that are relevant to epistemic status are not 

internal to the believer’s perspective. Second, it is apparent that there are a number of kinds of 

epistemically normative status, corresponding to a number of kinds of epistemic evaluation.  As 

already noted, we can say that a belief is justified, or rational, or reasonable, or intellectually 

responsible, and these need not mean the same thing.  It is possible, then, to be an internalist about 

some kinds of epistemic status and an externalist about others.  Hence there are a variety of 

internalisms and a corresponding variety of externalisms.   

 Third, we get different understandings of internalism (and externalism) depending on different 

ways that we understand “internal to S’s perspective.”  The most common way to understand the 

phrase is as follows: Some factor F is internal to S’s perspective just in case S has some sort of 

privileged access to whether F obtains.  For example, a factor F is relevantly internal to S’s 

perspective if S can know by reflection alone whether F obtains.1  A related, though not equivalent, 

understanding of “internal to S’s perspective” is as follows: Some factor F is internal to S’s 

perspective just in case F constitutes part of S’s mental life.2   For example, a person’s perceptual 

experience counts as internal on this understanding, since how things appear perceptually to S is part 

of S’s mental life in the relevant sense.  Also, any belief or any representation that S has about how 
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things are would be internal on this understanding, since a person’s beliefs and other representations 

are also part of her mental life. These two understandings are related because it is plausible to think 

that one has privileged access to what goes on in one’s mental life, and perhaps only to what goes on 

in one’s mental life.  In that case, the two understandings would amount to the same thing for 

practical purposes.  Internalism would then be the thesis that epistemic status (of some specified 

sort) is entirely a function of factors that are part of one’s mental life, and to which one therefore 

has privileged access.   

 Finally, it is apparent that some varieties of internalism are initially more plausible than others.  

That is, some sorts of epistemic evaluation are obviously externalist on the above understandings.  

Most importantly, and perhaps most obviously, whether a belief counts as knowledge is an external 

matter, if only because a belief counts as knowledge only if it is true, and whether a belief is true is 

typically an external matter.  

 There is another reason why knowledge and many other sorts of epistemic evaluation must be 

understood as externalist, however.  Consider that we can evaluate both persons and their beliefs in 

two very different ways.  Broadly speaking, we can evaluate persons and their beliefs either from an 

“objective” point of view or from a “subjective” point of view.  From the objective point of view, 

we can ask whether there is a “good fit” between the person’s cognitive powers and the world.  For 

example, we can ask whether the person has a sound understanding of the world around her, or 

whether she has a good memory, or accurate vision.  Also from this point of view, we can ask 

whether a person’s methods of investigation are “reliable,” in the sense that they are likely to 

produce accurate results.  Notice that when a person gets positive evaluations along these 

dimensions, her relevant beliefs will as well: her beliefs will be largely true, or objectively probable, 

or objectively well formed, or reliably formed.  On the other hand, there is a second broad category 

of epistemic evaluation.  This sort does not concern whether a belief is objectively well formed, but 
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whether it is subjectively well formed.  It asks not about objective fitness, but about subjective 

appropriateness   

 Common sense tells us that these two sorts of evaluation can come apart.  For example, suppose 

that someone learns the history of his country from unreliable testimony.  Although the person has 

every reason to believe the books that he reads and the people that teach him, his understanding of 

history is in fact the result of systematic lies and other sorts of deception.  How should we evaluate 

this person’s beliefs epistemically?  By hypothesis, they are not well formed, objectively speaking: 

they are based on lies and deceptions.  Nevertheless, there are clear senses in which the person’s 

beliefs might be subjectively well formed.  If the person has been deceived through no fault of his 

own, we might fairly say that his beliefs are intellectually responsible, or perhaps epistemically 

rational.  We are inclined to say similar things about the victim of a convincing hallucination.  

Suppose that Descartes believes there is a fire before him, and that he believes this on the basis of 

vivid sensory experience embedded in a broad and coherent set of background beliefs.  But suppose 

also that Descartes is the victim of a massive and systematic illusion.  The illusion, we can imagine, is 

undetectable and occurs through no fault of his own.  Again, any epistemic evaluation of Descartes’s 

belief will fall into one of two broad categories, or some combination of these.  The belief can be 

evaluated in terms of its objective fit (in which case it fares poorly), or it can be evaluated in terms of 

its subjective appropriateness (in which case it fares well). 

 And now to the point: internalism is pretty much a non-starter with respect to evaluations of the 

first category.  Evaluations from an objective point of view involve factors such as accuracy, 

reliability, and appropriate causal relations to one’s environment.  And these are paradigmatically 

external factors.  That is, they are factors that cannot be understood as internal to our cognitive 

perspective, whether we understand “internal” in terms of privileged access or in terms of what goes 

on in one’s mental life. This is why there are no internalist theories of knowledge.  Knowledge, it 
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would seem, requires both objective and subjective factors.  Put another way, a belief counts as 

knowledge only if it is both objectively well formed and subjectively appropriate.  But since the 

former sort of status involves external factors, knowledge itself is external.  Internalism, therefore, is 

best understood as a thesis about the second broad category of epistemic evaluation: it is a thesis 

about what factors determine subjective appropriateness.   

 We have now arrived at the following understanding of internalism:  

 
(I) Whether a belief b is subjectively appropriate for a person S is entirely a matter of factors that 

are internal to S’s perspective.3   
 
Suppose we use the term “epistemic justification” to name the sort of subjective appropriateness 

that is required for knowledge. A standard form of internalism says that (I) holds with regard to 

epistemic justification.4  Alternatively, one might think that (I) holds for other kinds of subjective 

appropriateness, independently of their connection to knowledge. For example, one might think that 

rationality is an important and independent normative property, and that whether a belief is rational 

is entirely a matter of factors that are internal to S’s perspective.   

 I will argue that internalism is false in all of its varieties. More exactly, I will argue that 

internalism is false in all of its interesting varieties—it is false as a thesis about any interesting or 

important sort of normative epistemic status.  Most importantly, internalism is false as a thesis about 

epistemic justification, or the kind of subjective appropriateness that is required for knowledge. That 

is bad enough, but in fact the situation for internalism is much worse.  Internalism is false as a thesis 

about any interesting or important sort of epistemic evaluation, and any corresponding sort of 

epistemic normativity.  In Section 2 I will look at three considerations that are commonly put 

forward in favor of internalism as a thesis about epistemic justification, and I will argue that none of 

these adequately motivate the position.  In fact, all three considerations motivate externalism about 
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epistemic justification.  In Section 3 I will give a general argument against internalism in all its 

(interesting) varieties.   

 
2. Three Motivations for Internalism. 
Three considerations are commonly put forward in favor of internalism, where internalism is 

understood as a thesis about epistemic justification, or the sort of justification that is required for 

knowledge.  I will consider these in turn. 

 
a.  Epistemic justification as epistemic responsibility. 

The first consideration begins with an assumption about the nature of epistemic justification.  

Namely, a belief b is epistemically justified for a person S just in case S’s belief b is epistemically 

responsible.  However, the argument continues, epistemic responsibility is entirely a matter of 

factors that are internal to S’s perspective.  Therefore, epistemic justification is entirely a matter of 

factors that are internal to S’s perspective.5  

 The essentials of the argument can be stated this way: 
 
1.   A belief b is epistemically justified for a person S just in case S’s believing b is epistemically 

responsible.   
2.  Epistemic responsibility is entirely a matter of factors that are internal to S’s perspective.   
Therefore, 
3.   Epistemic justification is entirely a matter of factors that are internal to S’s perspective.  (1, 2) 
 
Let us grant for the sake of argument that epistemic justification is a matter of epistemic 

responsibility.  In other words, let us grant premise 1 of the argument.  Nevertheless, premise 2 of 

the argument is false.  Specifically, it is not true that epistemic responsibility is entirely a matter of 

factors that are internal to S’s perspective.  Two sorts of considerations establish this point.   

 First, the notion of responsibility is closely tied to the notions of blame and praise.  For example, 

judgments concerning whether a person is morally responsible with respect to some action or event 

are often equivalent to judgments about whether the person is morally blameworthy with respect to 

the action or event.  Similarly, judgments concerning whether a person is epistemically responsible 
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with respect to some belief b are often equivalent to judgments about whether the person is 

epistemically blameworthy with respect to b.  And now the point is this: whether a person is 

epistemically blameworthy for holding some belief is partly a function of the person’s prior 

behavior: if S’s reasons for believing b are the result of prior negligence, then S is not now blameless 

in believing b.  An example will illustrate the point.   

  
Example 1. Maria believes that Dean Martin is Italian.  She believes this because she 
seems to remember clearly that it is so, and she presently has no reason for doubting 
her belief.   But suppose also that Maria first came to this belief carelessly and 
irresponsibly (although she has now forgotten this).  Many years ago, she formed her 
belief on the basis of testimony from her mother, who believes that all good singers 
are Italian.  At the time Maria knew that her mother was an unreliable source in these 
matters, and she realized that it was not rational to accept her mother's testimony.   

 
Clearly, Maria is not now blameless in believing that Dean Martin is Italian.  Again, prior negligence 

is a factor determining present responsibility, and even if that negligence is not internal to S’s 

perspective.  Therefore, premise 2 of the argument above is false. 

 A second consideration also establishes that premise 2 is false.  First, we can make a distinction 

between (a) having good reasons for what one believes, and (b) believing for good reasons.  Anyone 

who knows the axioms of arithmetic has good reasons for believing a theorem in the system.  But 

unless one puts two and two together, so to speak, one does not believe the theorem in question for 

the right reasons.6  And now the point is this: a belief is epistemically praiseworthy only if it is 

believed for the right reasons.   Two examples illustrate the point.   

Example 2.  A math student knows all the relevant axioms but doesn’t see how the 
axioms support a theorem that must be proven on the exam.  Eventually he reasons 
fallaciously to the theorem, and believes it on the basis of his fallacious reasoning.   

 
Example 3. Charlie is a wishful thinker and believes that he is about to arrive at his 
destination on time.  He has good reasons for believing this, including his memory of 
train schedules, maps, the correct time at departure and at various stops, etc.  
However, none of these things is behind his belief-- he does not believe what he 
does because he has these reasons.  Rather, it is his wishful thinking that causes his 
belief.  Accordingly, he would believe that he is about to arrive on time even if he 
were not.   
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Clearly, the math student’s belief about the theorem is not praiseworthy. Likewise, Charlie is not 

praiseworthy in believing that he will arrive on time.   

 The moral to draw from both examples is that “etiology matters” for epistemic responsibility.  

In other words, whether a belief counts as epistemically responsible depends, in part, on how the 

belief was formed.  Since these beliefs were formed on the basis of bad reasons rather than good 

reasons, they are not epistemically praiseworthy.  In fact, the same moral can be applied to example 

1.  Prior negligence also figures into the etiology of a belief, and is a factor in determining whether a 

belief is epistemically responsible.  And of course, the etiology of a belief concerns factors that are 

external to the believer’s perspective. Putting all this together, we may conclude that epistemic 

responsibility is not entirely a matter of factors that are internal to S’s perspective.  Accordingly, 

understanding epistemic justification in terms of epistemic responsibility does not motivate 

internalism about epistemic justification.  In fact, it motivates externalism about epistemic 

justification. 7 

 
b. Like believers have like justification. 

A second consideration that is sometimes put forward in favor of internalism invokes a strong 

intuition about epistemic justification.  Namely, in many cases it seems that believers who are alike 

in terms of internal perspective must also be alike in terms of epistemic justification.  The point is 

often illustrated by considering Descartes’s victim of an evil deceiver.  Suppose that the victim is 

exactly like you in terms of internal perspective.  Even if the victim lacks knowledge, the argument 

goes, surely his beliefs are as well justified as yours are.  If you are justified in believing that there is a 

table before you, and if the victim’s perspective is exactly as yours, then he must be justified in 

believing that there is a table before him.8 
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 The considerations about epistemic responsibility above suffice to counter this line of reasoning, 

however.  The problem is that two believers might be alike internally, and yet different regarding the 

causal genesis of their beliefs.  And once again, etiology matters.  Suppose that two persons arrive at 

the same internal perspective, but that one does so in a way that is epistemically responsible, whereas 

the other does so on the basis of carelessness, thick-headedness and stupidity.  The two persons will 

not be alike in epistemic justification, although they share the same internal perspective. 

 
c. Replying to skepticism. 

A third consideration invoked in favor of internalism is that externalism makes an answer to 

skepticism too easy.  Philosophical problems are supposed to be difficult.  If the externalist has an 

easy answer to the problem of skepticism, this argument goes, then that is good reason to think that 

externalism is false.  At the very least, it is good reason to think that the externalist has changed the 

subject, that he is no longer talking about our traditional notions of justification and knowledge.9 

 How does externalism make an answer to skepticism too easy? The idea is roughly as follows.  

According to the skeptic, one can know via sense perception only if one knows that sense 

perception is reliable.  Similarly, one can know by inductive reasoning only if one knows that 

inductive reasoning is reliable.  This creates problems for the internalist, because it is hard to see 

how one can mount a non-circular argument to the desired conclusions about the reliability of one’s 

cognitive powers.  There is no such problem for the externalist however, since the externalist can 

deny the initial assumption of the skeptical argument.  For example, an externalist can insist that 

sense perception gives rise to knowledge so long as sense perception is reliable.  There need be no 

requirement, on an externalist account, that one know that one’s perception is reliable.  What is 

more, on an externalist account one seemingly can know that one’s cognitive powers are reliable, and 

easily so.  For example, one can use reliable perception to check up on perception, and then reason 
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from there that perception is reliable.  Similarly, one can use reliable induction to check up on 

induction, and then reason from there that induction is reliable.   

 In this context Richard Fumerton writes,  

  All of this will, of course, drive the skeptic crazy.  You cannot use perception to 
justify the reliability of perception! . . . You cannot use induction to justify the 
reliability of induction!  Such attempts to respond to the skeptic’s concerns involve 
blatant, indeed pathetic, circularity.10 
 
  The fundamental objection to externalism can be easily summarized.  If we 
understand epistemic concepts as the externalist suggests we do, then there would be 
no objection in principle to using perception to justify reliance on perception. . . and 
induction to justify reliance on induction.  But there is no philosophically interesting 
concept of justification or knowledge that would allow us to use a kind of reasoning 
to justify the legitimacy of using that reasoning.  Therefore, the externalist has failed 
to analyze a philosophically interesting concept of justification or knowledge.11 

 
 The problem with this argument against externalism is that it is self-defeating.  In effect, the 

argument claims that only internalism can give a satisfying reply to traditional skeptical concerns.  

On the contrary, I want to argue, if one concedes internalism then it is impossible to give a satisfying 

reply to traditional skeptical concerns.  Specifically, if one concedes that epistemic justification is 

internalist, then the skeptic has all he needs to construct skeptical arguments that are otherwise 

sound.  Put simply, internalism about epistemic justification guarantees skepticism about epistemic 

justification.  

 We may see the point if we consider non-basic knowledge, or knowledge based on evidential 

grounds.12 Presumably, S knows p on the basis of evidence E only if E is a reliable indication that p 

is true.  For example, consider the case where S believes that there is a bird in the tree on the basis 

of her sensory evidence. Presumably, S knows that there is a bird in the tree only if the sensory 

evidence that S has is indeed a reliable indication that there is a bird in the tree.  That seems to be 

something that anyone should concede.  But now something important follows from this.  Namely, 

the reliability of S’s evidence is one factor that determines whether S’s belief has epistemic 
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justification.  On the assumption of internalism, then, S knows  p on the basis of E only if E’s 

reliability is something that is within S’s perspective.   

 But now what does that mean?  In what sense could the reliability of one’s evidence be within 

one’s perspective?  Presumably, the internalist will have to accept something like this: In cases of 

knowledge, S’s belief that “E is a reliable indication that p” is itself epistemically justified.  But now 

how could that be?  How could S have epistemic justification for this belief about her evidence?  On 

the assumption of internalism, it is hard to see how she could.   

 Consider propositions of the form “E is a reliable indication that p.”  For example, consider the 

belief that such and such sensory evidence is a reliable indication that there is a bird in the tree.  

Clearly, this is itself a belief about the world.  That is, it is a belief about the character of one’s 

sensory appearances, and about the relationship between those sorts of appearances and real birds 

and trees.  Now this sort of belief will not be knowable a priori.  Rather, it is the sort of belief that is 

known, if at all, on the basis of empirical evidence.  And therefore we are threatened with a regress 

or a circle.  That is, if S can know that there is a bird in the tree only if she knows that her evidence 

for this is reliable, and if she can know that her evidence is reliable only if both a) she has evidence 

for this, and b) she has evidence that this new evidence is reliable, then there would seem to be no 

end to this sort of problem.  For presumably S’s belief that her new evidence is reliable will require 

further evidence, and it will now be necessary that S know that this evidence is reliable, and so on.  

 This problem was illustrated by the example of knowing that there is a bird in the tree on the 

basis of sensory appearances.  But it is really a very general problem, which arises in any case where 

a belief about the world is based on empirical evidence.  For in any such case, the belief that one’s 

evidence is reliable will itself be a belief about the world based on empirical evidence, and so we will 

be off and running.  For example, consider the belief that all crows are black, which is based on 

inductive evidence involving past observations of crows.  If internalism is true, then one is justified 
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in believing that all crows are black only if one is justified in believing that one’s past observations 

are a reliable indication of one’s present belief about crows.  But this belief about one’s evidence is 

itself a belief about the world, and will itself require empirical evidence. 

 One strategy for avoiding this sort of problem is to attempt an a priori argument to the effect 

that one’s evidence is reliable.  That is, one might try to show that one’s evidence is reliable, but 

without using further empirical evidence to do so.  That would stop the regress in its tracks.  But 

this strategy is a dead end.  In principle, it would require showing that our sensory evidence must be a 

reliable indication of our perceptual beliefs, and that our inductive evidence must be a reliable 

indication of our inductive beliefs.   But neither of these things is true.  Rather, it is at most a 

contingent fact about us and our world, not a necessary fact about our evidence, that sensory 

appearances are a reliable indication of perceptual beliefs.  Likewise, it is at most a contingent fact 

about us and our world, not a necessary fact about our evidence, that past observations are a reliable 

indication of unobserved cases. 

 The line of reasoning set out above is closely analogous to Hume’s skeptical reasoning.  Just like 

our internalist, Hume believed that one’s empirical evidence gives rise to knowledge only if one 

knows that one’s evidence is reliable.  For example, Hume thought one must know that, in general, 

sensory appearances are a reliable guide to reality.  Likewise, he thought one must know that, in 

general, observed cases are a reliable indication of unobserved cases.  But there is no way to know 

such things, Hume argued, without reasoning in a circle.  And so there is no way to know such 

things at all.  The present point is this: If one adopts an internalist account of epistemic justification, 

then Hume has all the premises he needs to mount his skeptical argument.   Put another way, there 

will be nothing else to challenge in Hume’s reasoning.  Here is that reasoning, set out more formally:  

Skepticism about perception. 
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 1. All our perceptual beliefs depend for their evidence on a) sensory   
 appearances, and b) the assumption (R) that sensory appearances are a   
 reliable indication of how things are in the world. 
 2. But (R) is itself an assumption about how things are in the world, and so ultimately 

depends for its evidence on perceptual beliefs involving sensory appearances. 
 3. Therefore, assumption (R) depends for its evidence on (R). (1,2) 
 4.  Circular reasoning cannot give rise to knowledge. 
 5. Therefore, (R) is not known.  (3,4) 
 6. All our perceptual beliefs depend for their evidence on an assumption that is not 

known. (1,5) 
7. Beliefs that depend for their evidence on an unknown assumption are themselves 
not known. 
8. Therefore, no one has perceptual knowledge. (6,7) 

 
Skepticism about induction. 
 
 1. All our inductive beliefs depend for their evidence on a) past and/or present 

observations, and b) the assumption (R’) that observed cases are a reliable indication of 
unobserved cases. 

 2. But (R’) is itself an assumption about something unobserved, and so ultimately 
depends for its evidence on induction from past and/or present observations. 

 3. Therefore, belief (R’) depends for its evidence on (R’). (1,2) 
 4.  Circular reasoning cannot give rise to knowledge. 
 5. Therefore, (R’) is not known.  (3,4) 
 6. All our beliefs about unobserved matters of fact depend for their evidence on an 

assumption that is not known. (1,5) 
7.  Beliefs that depend for their evidence on an unknown assumption are themselves not 
known. 

 8. Therefore, no one knows anything about unobserved matters of fact. (6,7) 
 
 What is wrong with Hume’s arguments?  In each case, the independent premises of the 

argument are 1, 2, 4, and 7.  Also in each case, 2, 4 and 7 seem uncontroversial.  That leaves premise 

1 as the only thing left to challenge.  But if internalism is true, then in each case premise 1 is true.   

 Once again, a closer look at a motivation for internalism ends up providing a motivation for 

externalism.  Internalism, we have seen, makes it impossible to reply to Hume’s skeptical arguments.  

On the contrary, we can hope to avoid Hume’s skeptical conclusions only by adopting externalism.13 

 
3. The General Argument against Internalism. 

The arguments in Section 2 are directed against internalism about epistemic justification, or the sort 

of subjective justification that is required for knowledge.  We have noted, however, that it is possible 
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to be an internalist about other kinds of normative epistemic status.  More specifically, one might 

think that there are other sorts of subjective appropriateness, which are independent of knowledge 

and epistemic justification, but which nevertheless correspond to interesting and important kinds of 

epistemic evaluation. Perhaps this sort of normativity is at issue when we evaluate the beliefs of 

Descartes’s demon victim.  There is no question about whether the victim has knowledge, and we 

might even agree that he lacks epistemic justification.  Still, we might insist, there is some sense in 

which the victim’s beliefs are intellectually respectable, or up to par, or at least not objectionable.  In 

this section I will argue that there is no important or interesting normative property that is also 

internalist.  To be clear, I do not mean to deny that there are important epistemic properties that are 

independent of knowledge and justification.  I think there are.  My point is rather that no such 

property is internalist. 14 

 The argument begins by recalling the two broad kinds of evaluation noted above.  We said that, 

broadly speaking, we can evaluate persons and their beliefs either from an “objective” point of view 

or from a “subjective” point of view.  The objective point of view concerns (roughly) whether a 

belief has good objective fit with the world.  From this point of view, we ask such questions as 

whether a belief is accurate, or reliably formed, or appropriately causally related to the facts.  The 

subjective point of view concerns (roughly) what is subjectively appropriate to believe. From this 

point of view, we ask such questions as whether a belief is subjectively plausible, or responsibly 

formed, or well motivated.  The argument then proceeds as follows. First, evaluations from the 

objective point of view are obviously externalist.  Considerations concerning accuracy, reliability and 

causal relations involve factors that are paradigmatically externalist.  But second, evaluations from 

the subjective point of view are also externalist.  For example, the considerations in Section 2 show 

that epistemic responsibility, no less than reliability, is a function of etiology.  But the etiology of a 

belief is an external matter—it concerns such things as the history of the belief and the reasons why 
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it is held, and these are things that are typically external to one’s perspective.  And now for the final 

premise of the argument: There is no interesting or important kind of epistemic evaluation that does 

not concern either objective fit or subjective appropriateness.  Therefore, no interesting or 

important kind of epistemic evaluation, and no corresponding sort of epistemic normativity, is 

internalist. 

 A corollary of this argument is that all interesting kinds of epistemic normativity depend on 

factors related to accuracy and/or etiology.  Of course, one can stipulate a kind of evaluation that 

abstracts away from these entirely.  For example, we can stipulate that Mary’s belief about Dean 

Martin is “weakly blameless” in the following sense: S’s belief b is weakly blameless just in case S is 

no more blameworthy at the moment for believing b than she was a moment before.  The present 

point is that this sort of normativity will not be interesting.  

 One way to see why is to look at the purpose of epistemic evaluation.  It has often been noted 

that knowledge is a social product with a practical value.  We are social, highly inter-dependent, 

information-using, information-sharing beings.  As such, it is essential to our form of life that we are 

able to identify good information and good sources of information.  In this context, it is not 

surprising that we make evaluations concerning how beliefs are formed, their history in relation to 

other beliefs, why they are believed, etc.  In other words, it is not surprising that we make 

evaluations concerning whether beliefs are reliably and responsibly formed.  But evaluations of these 

sorts involve considerations about accuracy and etiology.  And therefore, evaluations of these sorts 

are externalist evaluations.   

 This context also shows why judgements that abstract entirely away from external factors will be 

uninteresting.  For example, why should we care that Mary is no more blameworthy for her belief at 

the moment than she was the moment before?  We care about whether Mary is, in general, a 

responsible and reliable cognitive agent.  We also care about whether, in this instance, Mary arrived 
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at her belief in a reliable and responsible way.  We also care, of course, about whether Mary’s belief 

is true.  These are important considerations about Mary and about her belief—considerations that 

are important from the point of view of information-using, information-sharing beings such as 

ourselves.  On the other hand, “time-slice” evaluations that abstract away entirely from the 

formation of beliefs, their relation to the world, and the character of believers, will not be very 

important. Of course, we often want to abstract away from some external factors—we often want to 

abstract away from some or others.  The point here is that we never want to abstract away from all of 

them at once.  In other words, we have no interest in epistemic evaluations that are (entirely) 

internalist. 

 Consider the analogy to moral evaluation.  We care about which people are good and which 

actions are right.  That is, we care whether, in general, a person is a reliable and responsible moral 

agent.  And we care about whether, in a particular instance, a person acted in a responsible and 

reliable way.  What we don’t care about is artificial, time-slice evaluations such as that S is not more 

blameworthy at the moment for bringing about some state of affairs than she was the moment 

before.  Neither do we care whether some action A is right relative to S’s own moral norms, in 

abstraction from questions about how S did A, or why S did A, or whether S’s norms are themselves 

any good.  Of course, we often want to abstract away from some external considerations—we want 

to abstract away from some or others.  The point is that we never want to abstract away from all of 

them at once.  In other words, we have no interest in moral evaluations that are (entirely) internalist.  

 These last points can be illustrated by applying them to a particular version of internalism.  A 

number of philosophers have wedded internalism to evidentialism.15 The main idea behind 

evidentialism is that a belief has positive epistemic status (of some sort or another) if and only if it is 

appropriately related to good evidence.  Put another way, S’s belief b has positive epistemic status 
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just in case b “fits” S’s evidence.  The internalist adds to this that notions such as “good evidence” 

and “fit” are to be understood along internalist lines.16  

 Consider a case where S has a belief b and evidence E.  For example, let E be a set of 

observations together with relevant background beliefs, and let b be the belief that all crows are 

black.  There are many dimensions along which S’s belief can be evaluated.  For example, we can ask 

(a) whether E is true, (b) whether E is objectively probable, (c) whether E was reliably formed, (d) 

whether E was responsibly formed, (e) whether E leaves important information out, (f) whether E is 

a reliable indication that b is true, (g) whether b is objectively probable on E, and (h) whether S 

believes b because S believes E.  All of these are external matters, involving factors that are neither 

part of S’s mental life nor something to which S has privileged access in the typical case.  Now 

certainly, in some situations we want to abstract from some of these matters.  For example, we 

might be interested to know whether S’s evidence is responsibly formed, whether or not S’s 

evidence is true.  Alternatively, we might be interested to know whether S’s evidence makes her 

belief probable, whether or not her evidence was responsibly formed.  But is there any situation in 

which we are interested to abstract away from all these factors at once?  In other words, is there any 

situation in which we are interested to abstract away from all external factors?  It is hard to imagine 

that there is. 

 Let us consider what is perhaps the most plausible possibility along these lines. We are 

sometimes interested to know, it might be suggested, whether S’s belief is justified in the following 

sense: S believes b and S has E, and believing b on the basis of E would be licensed by the norms of 

evidence that S accepts.  Remember, however, that we are supposed to be abstracting away from all 

external considerations.  There is no question, therefore, whether S’s norms of evidence are in fact 

reliable, or whether E is itself probable, or whether E was arrived at through prior negligence, or 

whether S believes b because S believes E, etc.  Abstracting away from all of this, why would we be 
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interested to know whether b is licensed by norms of evidence that S accepts?  Why would this be 

an important evaluation to make?  It would be analogous to asking whether S’s action A is licensed 

by the moral norms that S accepts, but independently of any questions about the adequacy of S’s 

moral norms, or prior negligence by S, or the probable or actual consequences of A, or S’s motives 

in performing A.  As in the epistemic case, it is hard to imagine a situation in which that sort of 

moral evaluation would be interesting or important.  Both moral and epistemic evaluations, we may 

conclude, are more closely tied to the world than that.  They concern not just what is internal to 

one’s perspective, but how that perspective is related to things outside it. 

 One apparent drawback of this argument is that it is difficult to fight over what is “important” 

or “interesting.”  However, in my mind the dispute between internalists and externalists comes 

down largely to just this issue.  Accordingly, I have tried to put the ball in the internalist court by a) 

focusing the argument right there and b) making it explicit that internalist evaluations abstract away 

from all externalist considerations.  When we focus the dispute in this way, I think many will agree 

that the sorts of evaluations left over—the sorts that count as internalist—are not very interesting.  

Not in life, because they do not serve the purposes of information-using, information-sharing 

cognitive agents. Not in philosophy, because an internalist reply to traditional skeptical arguments is 

impossible, and so cannot serve that philosophical purpose. 

 
4. Conclusion. 

We may now take stock of the arguments presented against internalism and in favor of externalism.  

In Section 2, we looked at three considerations that are commonly put forward as motivations for 

internalism about epistemic justification, or the kind of justification required for knowledge.  In each 

case, we saw that the consideration in question failed to motivate internalism.  In fact, each 

consideration motivated externalism about epistemic justification.  In Section 3, we considered a 

general argument against internalism in all its interesting varieties.  The argument was that all 
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interesting epistemic evaluations are made from the objective point of view or the subjective point 

of view—they concern questions about objective fit, or subjective appropriateness, or both.  But all 

such evaluations involve considerations about the accuracy of beliefs and/or their etiology, and 

these are paradigmatically externalist factors.  The conclusion is that there are no interesting 

internalist evaluations.  Put another way, all interesting epistemic evaluations are externalist 

evaluations.17 
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