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Abst ract  

 
T imothy M cGrew has articulated an argument that presents a dilemma for moderate 
foundationalists in order to make classical foundationalism more plausible.  This 
argument has recently been challenged in an article by Daniel H oward-Snyder and 
Christian L ee.  In this paper, I  explain M cGrewÕs dilemma against moderate 
foundationalism.  I  show that Ho ward-Snyder and L ee beg important questions against 
M cGrewÕs argument.  U ltimately, this paper is a defense of M cGrewÕs dilemma, which 
shows that those who hold to internal justification cannot accept moderate 
foundationalism. 

 
 

Classical foundationalism (CF) and moderate foundationalism (M F) agree that the 

correct means to refute skepticism is to find firm stopping points on which one can base 

knowledge.  Foundationalists disagree about the sufficient strength of these basic beliefs.  

M oderate foundationalists believe that basic beliefs can be fallible.  Classical foundationalists, on 

the other hand, believe that basic beliefs are infallible.  I f a foundational structure of knowledge is 

accepted as a solution to epistemic skepticism, arbitrating between CF and M F turns on the 

requisite strength for basic beliefs.  Below, I  defend an argument that presses a fatal dilemma for 

moderate foundationalists because of their commitment to fallible basic beliefs. 

 
A D i lemma for  M oderate Foundat ional ism 

 
 T imothy M cGrew has formulated the dilemma for M F this way:1 

1. I f M F is true, then S has at least one basic belief which is internally justified but less 
than certain, i.e., which has an epistemic probability greater than zero but less than 
one.  (Call this basic belief ÔBÕ.) 

2. N o proposition has an epistemic probability which is greater than zero but less than 
one in strict isolation; all judgments of intermediate epistemic probability or 
likelihood are implicit relational propositions of the form P(h/e) = n (i.e., the 
probability of h given the evidence e is n). 

 

                                                
1 T imothy M cGrew, The Foundations of Knowledge (L anham, M aryland: L ittlefield Adams Books, 1995), 

64.  M cGrew offers a shortened version in ÒA Defense of Classical Foundationalism,Ó in The Theory of Knowledge: 
Classical and Contemporary Readings, ed. L ouis P. Pojman, 3d. ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2003), 197. 
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3. I f M F is true, B is probable only in relation to some other proposition or 
propositions.  (Call this conjunction of these propositions ÔCÕ.) 

4. Either S believes B on the basis of C or he does not. 
5. I f he does believe B on the basis of C, then B is not basic for S [Definition of ÔbasicÕ; 

stipulation that B is basic given premise 1] 
6. I f he does not believe B on the basis of C, then S is at best only externally ÒjustifiedÓ in 

believing B, not internally justified. 
 
7. M F is false. 

 
 This dilemma, if successful, shows that fallible basic beliefs are a myth.  For if basic beliefs 

are fallible, they are based either on a body of evidence or not.  I f the basis of moderately founded 

beliefs is a body of evidence, this evidence constitutes the basis, or at least the proximate basis, for 

these fallible beliefsÑ which entails that these beliefs are not basic.  I f these probable beliefs are 

not based on evidence, they are not internally justified.2  So, given fallible basic beliefs, moderate 

foundationalists must either embrace CF or deny their moderate foundations are justified.  In 

either case, M F is untenable as a structure for justifying beliefs. 

 
Quest ioning the D i lemma 

 
In a forthcoming article, Daniel H oward-Snyder and Christian L ee argue that M cGrewÕs 

dilemma relies on three faulty premises: (i) that only beliefs can be probabilifying evidence; (ii) 

that justification is internal; and (iii) that only beliefs can be nonarbitrary justifying reasons.3   

Since, on their view, all three claims are false, Ho ward-Snyder and L ee conclude that M F 

survives M cGrewÕs dilemma.  In what follows, I  explain in more detail how they intend to 

undermine M cGrewÕs dilemma with these three criticisms and then argue that M cGrewÕs 

dilemma withstands these criticisms. 

                                                
2 M cGrew tables the issue of external ÒjustificationÓ for discussion elsewhere.  T his is noted explicitly in 

M cGrew, ÒStrong Foundationalism,Ó 195, n. 1.  M cGrew provides a defense of traditional, internal justification in 
Foundations of Knowledge, 8-22.  L ater he writes, ÒT he move to externalism is not so much impossible as, from the 
traditional point of view, uninteresting; we might be forced to that (or induced to drop philosophy altogether) if we 
were shown that the traditional questions have no meaning or are insoluble, but the difficulties of formulating a 
theory of epistemic justification, though formidable, are not a sufficient reason to abandon internalism ab initioÓ 
(ibid., 45). 

3 See their forthcoming article, ÒOn a ÔFatal D ilemmaÕ for M oderate FoundationalismÓ in the Journal of 
Philosophical Research, which D aniel H oward-Snyder has made a preliminary copy available on his website at: 
http://www.ac.wwu.edu/~howardd/dilemmajpr.pdf.  Page references will refer to the page numbers of the pdf file 
from H oward-SnyderÕs website. 
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Only B el iefs can be Probabi l i fying Evidence 
 
 The first criticism raised by Ho ward-Snyder and Lee is that M cGrewÕs dilemma 

incorrectly presumes that only beliefs can be probabilifying evidence.4  They argue that premise 4 

is false by showing that a belief can be probable without being based on some body of evidence.  

Ho ward-Snyder and L ee claim that non-propositional evidence, such as purely qualitative states 

(e.g., having the sensation of itchy toes) and object perception (e.g., having a red cup experience) 

are counterexamples: beliefs formed on the occasion of such experiences can be merely probable, 

yet they are not based on other evidence. 

 Ho ward-Snyder and L ee believe that M cGrewÕs dilemma goes wrong because 

M cGrewÕs theory of probability succeeds only if the following assumptions are true:5 

(a) Probability is a relation that holds only between a probable proposition and a body of 
evidence. 

(b) I f probability is a relation that holds only between a probable proposition and a body 
of evidence, then a merely probable belief is based on an inference from other beliefs. 

(c) I f a merely probable belief is based on an inference from other beliefs, then, if there are 
merely probable basic beliefs, they are based on an inference from other beliefs. 

(d) So if there are merely probable basic beliefs, they are based on an inference from other 
beliefs. (a-c) 

(e) I f any beliefs are based on an inference from other beliefs, then they are not basic. 
(f) So, if they are merely probable basic beliefs, then they are not basic. (d, e) 

 
 This assessment seems to capture accurately M cGrew presuppositions concerning 

probability.  M oreover, H oward-Snyder and L ee concede that if these assumptions are correct, it 

is a Òshort stepÓ to accepting the validity of the dilemma.6  What Ho ward-Snyder and L ee find 

problematic is M cGrew's underlying conception of Òevidence.Ó  They claim that M cGrew means 

evidence according to either ordinary or technical usage.  I f M cGrew endorses the ordinary 

account of evidence, they claim that he has woefully misconstrued the notion of evidence since 

even physical objects like guns, fingerprints, and the like are all ordinarily considered to be 

evidence, even though they are not beliefs.  On the other hand, if M cGrew has in mind a more 

technical understanding of evidence, they claim that this commits him to 

                                                
4 Ibid., 3-5. 

 5 Ibid., 2. 
6 Ibid., 3. 



4 

(g) probability is a relation that holds only between a probable proposition and a body of 
beliefs.7 

 
Ho ward-Snyder and L ee argue, however, that (g) is false because other things, such as 

qualitative states and object perceptions, can probabilify beliefs. 

 I  find Ho ward-Snyder and L eeÕs alternative assessment of evidence is unacceptable.  

First, it is not clear that the ordinary concept of evidence permits things that are not beliefs to act 

as evidence.  For example, in a murder trial the prosecutor may present a gun with the 

defendantÕs fingerprints on it as evidence, but the gun and the fingerprints simpliciter do not 

constitute reasons to convict the defendant.  Rather, the evidence against the defendant is the 

proposition that the jury believes about the gun and the fingerprints, particularly the logical 

relationship that connects these beliefs to the defendantÕs innocence of guilt.   

 Even if this misgiving is unfounded, it seems most charitable to assume that M cGrew 

intends a more technical application for the term Òevidence.Ó  At this point, Ho ward-Snyder and 

L ee attempt to gain traction by appealing to non-doxastic items to probabilify beliefs.  Here, the 

onus rests on H oward-Snyder and L ee to produce a belief that is probabilified, although not 

based on a body of beliefs.  They suggest that beliefs that arise on the occasion of one's having 

purely qualitative mental states (e.g., having itchy toe sensations) and object perception (e.g., 

having red cup sensations) fit this criterion.   

I  have two worries with this proposal.  First, it is not obvious that these are examples of 

merely probable beliefs.  By baldly asserting that these types of basic beliefs are probable, 

Ho ward-Snyder and L ee are assuming M F is true, which is precisely the matter in question.  

M cGrew has presented arguments in the tradition of CF that demonstrate that referentially 

formed experiences are incorrigible: that they cannot be formed without being true.8  Since 

Ho ward-Snyder and L ee have not provided an argument to validate that referentially formed 

beliefs can be probable, their examples presume the truth of M F.  Consequently, their examples 

do not refute the dilemma; rather, they beg the question. 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 See M cGrew, Foundations of Knowledge, 57-59; idem., ÒStrong Foundationalism,Ó 199; cf. Roderick 

Chisholm, The First Person: An Essay on Reference and Intentionality (M inneapolis: University of M innesota 
Press, 1981), 75-91. 
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M y second worry is that Ho ward-Snyder and L eeÕs examples are not clearly non-doxastic.  

While some non-doxastic states of affairs (e.g., having itchy toe sensations; having red cup 

sensations) are requisite truth-makers for the beliefs they typically induce ("M y toes itch"; "There 

is a red cup in front of me"), the truth-bearers for these beliefs will be propositions, which are 

doxastic entities.  What isnÕt clear is whether the relevant probabilifying evidence for a person is 

the non-doxastic states of affairs, rather than the referentially formed proposition about those 

states of affairs.  For internalists, the doxastic proposition about those states of affairs is what the 

agent can access to justify those beliefs.  Externalists could appeal to the non-doxastic states of 

affairs as the evidence for a belief, but that would take the dilemma into territory where M cGrew 

did not intend it to apply.  By claiming that their examples demonstrate non-doxastic probilifiers, 

Ho ward-Snyder and L ee either beg the question in favor of externalism or confuse truth-makers 

and truth-bearers.  N either choice advances their case against M cGrewÕs dilemma. 

 So, Ho ward-Snyder and L eeÕs first criticism of M cGrewÕs dilemma is ineffective.  

M cGrewÕs presuppositions about probability and evidence are not obviously problematic.  

Additionally, the examples supplied by Ho ward-Snyder and L ee do not clearly present a 

foundational belief that is probable and unsupported from a proposition or set of propositions.  

Thus, the first objection does not succeed. 

 
Just i f i cat ion is I nternal  

 
The second problem according to Ho ward-Snyder and L ee is that M cGrewÕs fatal 

dilemma depends on an internal sense of justification.9  They intend to undermine premises 1 and 

6 with this criticism.10  Since M F is compatible with external justification, M cGrewÕs dilemma, if 

successful, is not a sweeping refutation against all forms of M F. 

This criticism commits a crucial mistake.  Ho ward-Snyder and L ee completely overlook 

M cGrewÕs footnote in the third paragraph of his essay, ÒA Defense of Strong Foundationalism,Ó 

that explicitly limits his argument to an internal sense of justification.11  M cGrew has 

                                                
9 L ee and H oward-Snyder, ÒFatal D ilemma,Ó 5-6. 

 10 In their paper, they completely reconstruct M cGrewÕs dilemma in a way that is congenial towards 
external justification.  T his isnÕt fair to M cGrew, however, since his argument builds on the success of his case in 
favor of internal justification, which he has made elsewhere (see note 2 in this paper). 

11 M cGrew, ÒStrong Foundationalism,Ó 195, n. 1 
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intentionally established the dilemma on internalist criteria, since he has presented arguments 

against external conceptions of justification elsewhere.12  M cGrew does assume an internalist 

conception of justification, but this assumption is neither hidden nor dubious.  I f H oward-

Snyder and L ee wish to overturn this feature of M cGrewÕs dilemma, they will have to engage 

with his other work that supports his assumption in favor of internal justification. 

N onetheless, Ho ward-Snyder and L ee argue that they can show that the dilemma 

against M F wonÕt succeed even with M cGrew-style internalism.  They point out that M cGrewÕs 

internalism does not require one to be aware of oneÕs justifying reasons, but only that such 

justifying reasons are available to someone upon introspection.13  Since this is true for M cGrew-

style internalism, they claim the following example can meet M cGrewÕs standard for internal 

justification: 

There is a red cup in front of you, and you now have a visual experience characteristic of 
seeing a red cup under typical circumstances.  (Call the experience ÔEÕ.)  N aturally 
enough, you come to believe that there is a red cup.  (Call the proposition that you believe 
ÔRÕ.)  Furthermore, your believing R is causally explained, in no small part, by your having 
E; and experiences like E are related to the cognitive processes that give rise to them in 
such a way that, in the typical circumstances in which they operate, there is a lawlike 
tendency for those experiences to occur only if the beliefs that they produce are apt to be 
true.  M oreover, there is a conjunction of propositions, C, such that the epistemic 
probability of R given E and C is very high for you, but below 1; and you believe C.  
Finally, if you had enough time for reflection and sufficient linguistic resources, you would 
appeal to C, and E as well, in defense of your belief that R.  (Add that you have no 
defeaters if youÕd like.)14 

 
 Ho ward-Snyder and L ee do not claim that the above case is (or is not) a justified belief.  

Rather, their claim is that nothing in M cGrewÕs criteria for internal justification rules it out as a 

justified belief.  I f this is so, something besides propositions can probabilify beliefs.  Thus, even 

given M cGrewÕs predilection for internal justification, they believe the dilemma does not 

succeed. 

                                                
12 See T imothy and L ydia M cGrew, Internalism and Epistemology: The Architecture of Reason 

(forthcoming from Routledge, 2006), which contains much material that the M cGrews have published over the past 
decade on the topic of internalism and externalism. 

13 M cGrew, Foundations of Knowledge, 9. 
 14 H oward-Snyder and L ee, ÒFatal D ilemma,Ó 5-6. 
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 N ote that this criticism follows only on the grounds that Ho ward-Snyder and L eeÕs 

previous caseÑ that items other than beliefs can be probabilifying evidenceÑ is sound.  Since they 

have not established that E is a non-doxastic belief, M cGrew could respond that the referentially 

formed proposition about E is part of C, which does not threaten the validity of his dilemma.  So, 

if the criticisms raised against their first point are accurate, their second contention fails 

accordingly.  This is not, however, the only objection to their second criticism of M cGrewÕs 

dilemma. 

 Another problem is that their example doesnÕt meet M cGrewÕs standard for internal 

justification.  For M cGrew, justifying reasons need only to be available upon introspection in 

order to confer justification.  Ho ward-Snyder and L ee misread M cGrewÕs internalism to 

maintain that this condition is sufficient to confer justification.  This is apparent from following 

passage: ÒM cGrewÕs internalism does not require S to believe that p on the basis of her belief that 

C.  I t only requires that S believe C, and that S would appeal to C in defense of her belief that p, 

given sufficient time and linguistic resources.Ó15  On M cGrewÕs internalism, however, this 

condition is necessary, although not sufficient, to confer justification.  That Ho ward-Snyder and 

L ee make this sort of mistake is perplexing since M cGrew categorically outlines this condition as 

one of four conditions that are necessary for his brand of internal justification.16 

 What other necessary conditions of M cGrewÕs internalism do H oward-Snyder and L ee 

overlook in this example?  For one thing, their example misses M cGrewÕs stated definition of 

internalism that justification Òhas to do with oneÕs cognitive set and not just with circumstances 

independent of oneÕs cognitive set.Ó17  Their example repeatedly appeals to conditions extrinsic to 

oneÕs cognitive set.  This is evident from their statement in the example that Òyour believing R is 

causally explained, in no small part, by your having E; and experiences like E are related to the 

cognitive processes that give rise to them in such a way that, in the typical circumstances in which 

they operate, there is a lawlike tendency for those experiences to occur only if the beliefs that they 

produce are apt to be true.Ó  This is externalism.  None of these factors have to do with 

                                                
15 Ibid., 5. 
16 M cGrew, Foundations of Knowledge, 66-69. 
17 Ibid., 8. 
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circumstances dependent of oneÕs cognitive set.  Thus, contrary to Ho ward-Snyder and L ee, 

their example would not qualify as a justified belief on M cGrewÕs internalism. 

 Another necessary condition their example fails to meet M cGrewÕs standard for internal 

justification is that justifying reasons are nonarbitrary.  This is the focus of Ho ward-Snyder and 

L eeÕs final objection. 

 
Only B el iefs can be N onarbi t rary Reasons 

 
The third criticism H oward-Snyder and L ee cite against M cGrewÕs dilemma is that it 

presumes that only beliefs can be nonarbitrary justifying reasons.18  M cGrewÕs internalism 

includes the condition that justifying reasons must be nonarbitrary, which means that the 

justifying reasons must have an evidential connection to the believerÕs current cognitive set.  

M cGrew adds this requirement because Òno belief can pass on credibility unless that belief 

possesses some credibility itself,Ó19 which is a safe requirement among most foundationalists. 

The problem Ho ward-Snyder and L ee detect at this point is not that the justifying 

reasons must be nonarbitrary, but that the nonarbitrary reasons can only be beliefs.  Certain 

experiences, though, seem to qualify as nonarbitrary justifying reasons, and these experiences are 

not beliefs.  As Ho ward-Snyder and L ee explain: ÒExperiences are not the sort of things for 

which it makes sense to say that there can be evidence for them.  I tÕs not as though you could have 

evidence for your itch or for the cupÕs appearing visually to you.  That in itself, however, does not 

preclude them from being nonarbitrary justifying reasons.  I t only means that their 

nonarbitrariness will consist in something suitable to their nature.Ó20 

N otice that this criticism depends upon the cogency of their first objection.  Since 

significant problems trouble the first objection, this criticism loses its efficacy accordingly.  M ore 

subtly, this criticism also depends on the success of their second objection.  Their appeal to non-

doxastic experiences as probabilifiers reveals that they have slipped into externalism.  Note the 

following description of perceptual experiences explained in the third objection of their paper: 

ÒWell, most of the mundane perceptual experiences we have are related to the stimuli and 

                                                
18 L ee and H oward-Snyder, ÒFatal D ilemma,Ó 6-7. 
19 M cGrew, Foundations of Knowledge, 11. 
20 H oward-Snyder and L ee, ÒFatal D ilemma,Ó 7. 
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cognitive processes that cause them in such a way that, in the environment in which those 

processes typically operate, there is a lawlike tendency for them to occur only if the beliefs they 

cause are apt to be true.  They are the causal products lawful interactions between our cognitive 

faculties and the environment; they tend to cause true beliefs.Ó21  As a mere statement of 

neurophysiological fact, this us unobjectionable. But it is quite another thing to infer from this, as 

they must in order for their objection to have any force, that the stimuli, as such and independent 

of any beliefs on the part of the subject, induce an epistemic probability. This is clearly 

externalism, which depends on the validity of the second objection in order to have relevance 

against M cGrewÕs dilemma.  Since IÕve argued that their second objection fails, the third 

objection is also forceless.  So, the third criticism accumulates the mistakes Ho ward-Snyder and 

L ee commit in their first two objections. 

What more can be said about their third criticism?  On my reading, not much more can 

be said because the third objection does not advance their criticism any further than what their 

first two points attempted to accomplish.  For the central complaint in this criticism is that 

experiences, rather than only beliefs, should count as nonarbitrary justifying reasonsÑ this is 

essentially the same thesis of the first criticism.  They explicate how this is so in terms of external 

justification, which is the focus of their second objection.  Thus, their third challenge to 

M cGrewÕs dilemma revisits the same points that they have attempted, unsuccessfully, to 

establish.  The third objection therefore adds nothing to their case against the dilemma for M F. 

 
Conclusion 

 
I  have argued that M cGrewÕs dilemma survives the challenges raised by Ho ward-Snyder 

and L ee.  In order to show that the dilemma does not compel one to abandon M F, they would 

need to demonstrate either that a basic belief can be probable or that externalism is true.  In this 

recent attempt to overturn the dilemma, they have either merely assumed the truth of these 

debatable claims or argued for them in a question-begging manner.  The burden of proof rests 

squarely on moderate foundationalists to respond to this challenge.  The prospects that they will 

                                                
21 Ibid., 7 
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answer this dilemma successfully seem poor.  So, when arbitrating among types of 

foundationalisms, I  believe that dilemma compels me to accept CF over M F. 


