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Prefatory 
The Wisconsin-Alpha-Chapter of * Phi Sigma 

Tau, the National Honor Society for Philosophy 
at Marquette University, each year invites a 
scholar to deliver a lecture in honor of St. Thomas 
Aquinas, whose feastday was formerly March 7. 
The lectures are customarily given on a Sunday 
in March. The 1973 Aquinas Lecture The Prob¬ 
lem of the Criterion was delivered on March 11 
in Todd Wehr Chemistry by Professor Roderick 
Milton Chisholm, Andrew W. Mellon Professor 
in the Humanities, Brown University. 

Professor Roderick M. Chisholm was born in 
North Attleboro, Mass, in 1916. He earned his 
A.B. at Brown University in 1938, his M.A. in 
1940 and his Ph.D. in 1942 at Harvard University. 
In 1972 he received an honorary degree from the 
University of Gratz in Austria. 

Professor Chisholm began his teaching career 
in 1946 at the Barnes Foundation. The next year 
he was assistant professor at the University of 
Pennsylvania and in 1947 he returned to Brown 
University as associate professor. He was chair¬ 
man of the philosophy department from 1951 to 
1954 and became a full professor in 1953. He has 
been a visiting professor at Harvard, Princeton, 
the University of California at Santa Barbara, the 
University of Calgary, the University of Illinois, 
the University of Chicago, and the University of 
Massachusetts. Professor Chisholm is a consulting 
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D. J. Mercier: Criteriologie generate ou 

theorie generate de la certitude.2 

Mercier and, following him, Coffey set 

the problem correctly, I think, and have 

seen what is necessary for its solution. But 

I shall not discuss their views in detail. I 

shall formulate the problem; then note 

what, according to Mercier, is necessary 

if we are to solve the problem; then sketch 

my own solution; and, finally, note the 

limitations of my approach to the problem. 

2. 

What is the problem, then? It is the 

ancient problem of “the diallelus”—the 

problem of “the wheel” or “the vicious 

circle.” It was put very neatly by Mon¬ 

taigne in his Essays. So let us begin by 

paraphrasing his formulation of the puzzle. 

2. The eighth edition of this work was published 
in 1923 in Louvain by the Institut Superieur de 
Philosophie, and in Paris by Felix Alcan. The 
first edition was published in 1884. It has been 
translated into Spanish, Polish, Portuguese and 
perhaps still other languages, but unfortunately 
not yet into English. 
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To know whether things really 

are as they seem to be, we must 
have a procedure for distinguishing 
appearances that are true from ap¬ 
pearances that are false. But to 
know whether our procedure is a 
good procedure, we have to know 
whether it really succeeds in dis¬ 
tinguishing appearances that are 
true from appearances that are 
false. And we cannot know whether 
it does really succeed unless we 
already know which appearances 
are true and which ones are false. 
And so we are caught in a circle.3 

3. The quotation is a paraphrase. What Montaigne 
wrote was: “Pour juger des apparences que 
nous recevons des subjects, il nous faudroit un 
instrument judicatoire; pour verifier cet instru¬ 
ment, il nous y faut de la demonstration; pour 
verifier la demonstration, un instrument: nous 
voyl& au rouet. Puisque les sens ne peuvent 
arrester notre dispute, estans pleins eux-mesmes 
d’incertitude, il faut que se soit la raison; 
aucune raison s’establira sans une autre raison: 
nous voyla a reculons jusques a l’infiny.” The 
passage appears in Book II, Chapter 12 (“An 
Apologie of Raymond Sebond”); it may be 
found on page 544 of the Modem Library edi¬ 
tion of The Essays of Montaigne. 
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Let us try to see how one gets into a 

situation of this sort. 

The puzzles begin to form when you ask 

yourself, “What can I really know about 

the world?” We all are acquainted with 

people who think they know a lot more 

than in fact they do know. I’m thinking of 

fanatics, bigots, mystics, various types of 

dogmatists. And we have all heard of peo¬ 

ple who claim at least to know a lot less 

than what in fact they do know. I’m think¬ 

ing of those people who call themselves 

“sceptics” and who like to say that people 

cannot know what the world is really like. 

People tend to become sceptics, tempo¬ 

rarily, after reading books on popular 

science: the authors tell us we cannot 

know what things are like really (but they 

make use of a vast amount of knowledge, 

or a vast amount of what is claimed to be 

knowledge, in order to support this scep¬ 

tical conclusion). And as we know, people 

tend to become dogmatists, temporarily, 

as a result of the effects of alcohol, or 

drugs, or religious and emotional experi¬ 

ences. Then they claim to have an inside 
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view of the world and they think they have 

a deep kind of knowledge giving them a 

key to the entire workings of the universe. 

If you have a healthy common sense, 

you will feel that there is something wrong 

with both of these extremes and that the 

truth is somewhere in the middle: we can 

know far more than the sceptic says we 

can know and far less than the dogmatist 

or the mystic says that he can know. But 

how are we to decide these things? 

3. 
How do we decide, in any particular 

case, whether we have a genuine item of 

knowledge? Most of us are ready to con¬ 

fess that our beliefs far transcend what we 

really know. There are things we believe 

that we don’t in fact know. And we can 

say of many of these things that we know 

that we don’t know them. I believe that 

Mr. Jones is honest, say, but I don’t know 

it, and I know that I don’t know it. There 

are other things that we don’t know, but 

they are such that we don’t know that we 

don’t know them. Last week, say, I thought 
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I knew that Mr. Smith was honest, but he 

turned out to be a thief. I didn’t know that 

he was a thief, and, moreover, I didn’t 

know that I didn’t know that he was a 

thief; I thought I knew that he was honest. 

And so the problem is: How are we to dis¬ 

tinguish the real cases of knowledge from 

what only seem to be cases of knowledge? 

Or, as I put it before, how are we to decide 

in any particular case whether we have 

genuine items of knowledge? 

What would be a satisfactory solution to 

our problem? Let me quote in detail what 

Cardinal Mercier says: 

If there is any knowledge which 
bears the mark of truth, if the in¬ 
tellect does have a way of distin¬ 
guishing the true and the false, in 
short, if there is a criterion of truth, 
then this criterion should satisfy 
three conditions: it should be inter¬ 
nal, objective, and immediate. 

It should be internal. No reason 
or rule of truth that is provided by 
an external authority can serve as 
an ultimate criterion. For the re¬ 
flective doubts that are essential to 
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criteriology can and should be ap¬ 
plied to this authority itself. The 
mind cannot attain to certainty 
until it has found within itself a 
sufficient reason for adhering to 
the testimony of such an authority. 

The criterion should be objective. 
The ultimate reason for believing 
cannot be a merely subjective state 
of the thinking subject. A man is 
aware that he can reflect upon his 
psychological states in order to con¬ 
trol them. Knowing that he has this 
ability, he does not, so long as he 
has not made use of it, have the 
right to be sure. The ultimate 
ground of certitude cannot consist 
in a subjective feeling. It can be 
found only in that which, objec¬ 
tively, produces this feeling and is 
adequate to reason. 

Finally, the criterion must be im¬ 
mediate. To be sure, a certain 
conviction may rest upon many 
different reasons some of which are 
subordinate to others. But if we are 
to avoid an infinite regress, then we 
must find a ground of assent that 
presupposes no other. We must find 
an immediate criterion of certitude. 
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Is there a criterion of truth that 
satisfies these three conditions? If 
so, what is it?4 

4. 

To see how perplexing our problem is, 

let us consider a figure that Descartes had 

suggested and that Coffey takes up in his 

dealings with the problem of the criterion.5 

Descartes’ figure comes to this. 

Let us suppose that you have a pile of 

apples and you want to sort out the good 

ones from the bad ones. You want to put 

the good ones in a pile by themselves and 

throw the bad ones away. This is a useful 

thing to do, obviously, because the bad 

apples tend to infect the good ones and 

then the good ones become bad, too. Des¬ 

cartes thought our beliefs were like this. 

The bad ones tend to infect the good ones, 

so we should look them over very carefully, 

throw out the bad ones if we can, and 

then—or so Descartes hoped—we would 

4. Op. cit., eighth edition, p. 234. 
5. See the reply to the Vllth set of Objections and 

Coffey, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 127. 
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be left with just a stock of good beliefs on 

which we could rely completely. But how 

are we to do the sorting? If we are to sort 

out the good ones from the bad ones, then, 

of course, we must have a way of recog¬ 

nizing the good ones. Or at least we must 

have a way of recognizing the bad ones. 

And—again, of course—you and I do have 

a way of recognizing good apples and also 

of recognizing bad ones. The good ones 

have their own special feel, look, and taste, 

and so do the bad ones. 

But when we turn from apples to beliefs, 

the matter is quite different. In the case 

of the apples, we have a method—a cri¬ 

terion—for distinguishing the good ones 

from the bad ones. But in the case of the 

beliefs, we do not have a method or a cri¬ 

terion for distinguishing the good ones 

from the bad ones. Or, at least, we don’t 

have one yet. The question we started 

with was: How are we to tell the good 

ones from the bad ones? In other words, 

we were asking: What is the proper 

method for deciding which are the good 

beliefs and which are the bad ones—which 
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beliefs are genuine cases of knowledge and 

which beliefs are not? 

And now, you see, we are on the wheel. 

First, we want to find out which are the 

good beliefs and which are the bad ones. 

To find this out we have to have some way 

—some method—of deciding which are the 

good ones and which are the bad ones. 

But there are good and bad methods—good 

and bad ways—of sorting out the good 

beliefs from the bad ones. And so we now 

have a new problem: How are we to de¬ 

cide which are the good methods and 

which are the bad ones? 

If we could fix on a good method for 

distinguishing between good and bad 

methods, we might be all set. But this, of 

course, just moves the problem to a differ¬ 

ent level. How are we to distinguish be¬ 

tween a good method for choosing good 

methods and a bad method for choosing 

good methods? If we continue in this way, 

of course, we are led to an infinite regress 

and we will never have the answer to our 

original question. 

What do we do in fact? We do know 
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that there are fairly reliable ways of sort¬ 

ing out good beliefs from bad ones. Most 

people will tell you, for example, that if 

you follow the procedures of science and 

common sense—if you tend carefully to 

your observations and if you make use of 

the canons of logic, induction, and the 

theory of probability—you will be follow¬ 

ing the best possible procedure for making 

sure that you will have more good beliefs 

than bad ones. This is doubtless true. But 

how do we know that it is? How do we 

know that the procedures of science, rea¬ 

son, and common sense are the best meth¬ 

ods that we have? 

If we do know this, it is because we 

know that these procedures work. It is 

because we know that these procedures 

do in fact enable us to distinguish the good 

beliefs from the bad ones. We say: “See— 

these methods turn out good beliefs.” But 

how do we know that they do? It can only 

be that we already know how to tell the 

difference between the good beliefs and 

the bad ones. 

And now you can see where the sceptic 
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comes in. He’ll say this: “You said you 

wanted to sort out the good beliefs from 

the bad ones. Then to do this, you apply 

the canons of science, commen sense, and 

reason. And now, in answer to the ques¬ 

tion, ‘How do you know that that’s the 

right way to do it?’, you say ‘Why, I can 

see that the ones it picks out are the good 

ones and the ones it leaves behind are the 

bad ones.’ But if you can see which ones 

are the good ones and which ones are the 

bad ones, why do you think you need a 

general method for sorting them out?” 

5. 
We can formulate some of the philoso¬ 

phical issues that are involved here by dis¬ 

tinguishing two pairs of questions. These 

are: 

(A) “What do we know? What is the 

extent of our knowledge?” 

(B) “How are we to decide whether we 

know? What are the criteria of 

knowledge?” 

If you happen to know the answers to 

the first of these pairs of questions, you 
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may have some hope of being able to 

answer the second. Thus, if you happen to 

know which are the good apples and 

which are the bad ones, then maybe you 

could explain to some other person how he 

could go about deciding whether or not 

he has a good apple or a bad one. But if 

you don’t know the answer to the first of 

these pairs of questions—if you don’t know 

what things you know or how far your 

knowledge extends—it is difficult to see 

how you could possibly figure out an an¬ 

swer to the second. 

On the other hand, if, somehow, you 

already know the answers to the second 

of these pairs of questions, then you may 

have some hope of being able to answer 

the first. Thus, if you happen to have a 

good set of directions for telling whether 

apples are good or bad, then maybe you 

can go about finding a good one—assum¬ 

ing, of course, that there are some good 

apples to be found. But if you don’t know 

the answer to the second of these pairs of 

questions—if you don’t know how to go 

about deciding whether or not you know, 
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if you don’t know what the criteria of 

knowing are—it is difficult to see how you 

could possibly figure out an answer to the 

first. 

And so we can formulate the position of 

the sceptic on these matters. He will say: 

“You cannot answer question A until you 

have answered question B. And you can¬ 

not answer question B until you have 

answered question A. Therefore you can¬ 

not answer either question. You cannot 

know what, if anything, you know, and 

there is no possible way for you to decide 

in any particular case.’’ Is there any reply 

to this? 

6. 

Broadly speaking, there are at least two 

other possible views. So we may choose 

among three possibilities. 

There are people — philosophers — who 

think that they do have an answer to B and 

that, given their answer to B, they can 

then figure out their answer to A. And 

there are other people—other philosophers 
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—who have it the other way around: they 

think that they have an answer to A and 

that, given their answer to A, they can 

then figure out the answer to B. 

There don’t seem to be any generally 

accepted names for these two different 

philosophical positions. (Perhaps this is 

just as well. There are more than enough 

names, as it is, for possible philosophical 

views.) I suggest, for the moment, we 

use the expressions “methodists” and “par- 

ticularists.” By “methodists,” I mean, not 

the followers of John Wesley’s version of 

Christianity, but those who think they 

have an answer to B, and who then, in 

terms of it, work out their answer to A. 

And by “particularists” I mean those who 

have it the other way around. 

7. 

Thus John Locke was a methodist—in 

our present, rather special sense of the 

term. He was able to arrive—somehow— 

at an answer to B. He said, in effect: “The 

way you decide whether or not a belief 
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is a good belief—that is to say, the way you 

decide whether a belief is likely to be a 

genuine case of knowledge—is to see 

whether it is derived from sense experi¬ 

ence, to see, for example, whether it bears 

certain relations to your sensations.” Just 

what these relations to our sensations 

might be is a matter we may leave open, 

for present purposes. The point is: Locke 

felt that if a belief is to be credible, it must 

bear certain relations to the believer’s sen¬ 

sations—but he never told us how he hap¬ 

pened to arrive at this conclusion. This, 

of course, is the view that has come to be 

known as '‘empiricism.” David Hume fol¬ 

lowed Locke in this empiricism and said 

that empiricism gives us an effective cri¬ 

terion for distinguishing the good apples 

from the bad ones. You can take this cri¬ 

terion to the library, he said. Suppose you 

find a book in which the author makes 

assertions that do not conform to the 

empirical criterion. Hume said: “Commit 

it to the flames: for it can contain nothing 

but sophistry and illusion.” 
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8. 

Empiricism, then, was a form of what I 

have called “methodism.” The empiricist- 

like other types of methodist—begins with 

a criterion and then he uses it to throw out 

the bad apples. There are two objections, 

I would say, to empiricism. The first— 

which applies to every form of methodism 

(in our present sense of the word) —is that 

the criterion is very broad and far-reach¬ 

ing and at the same time completely arbi¬ 

trary. How can one begin with a broad 

generalization? It seems especially odd 

that the empiricist—who wants to proceed 

cautiously, step by step, from experience— 

begins with such a generalization. He 

leaves us completely in the dark so far as 

concerns what reasons he may have for 

adopting this particular criterion rather 

than some other. The second objection 

applies to empiricism in particular. When 

we apply the empirical criterion—at least, 

as it was developed by Hume, as well as 

by many of those in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries who have called them- 
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selves “empiricists”—we seem to throw out, 

not only the bad apples but the good ones 

as well, and we are left, in effect, with just 

a few parings or skins with no meat behind 

them. Thus Hume virtually conceded that, 

if you are going to be empiricist, the only 

matters of fact that you can really know 

about pertain to the existence of sensa¬ 

tions. “ ’Tis vain,” he said, “To ask whether 

there be body.” He meant you cannot 

know whether there are any physical 

things—whether there are trees, or houses, 

or bodies, much less whether there are 

atoms or other such microscopic particles. 

All you can know is that there are and 

have been certain sensations. You cannot 

know whether there is any you who ex¬ 

periences those sensations—much less 

whether there are any other people who 

experience sensations. And I think, if he 

had been consistent in his empiricism, he 

would also have said you cannot really be 

sure whether there have been any sensa¬ 

tions in the past; you can know only that 

there are certain sensations here and now. 
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9. 

The great Scottish philosopher, Thomas 

Reid, reflected on all this in the eighteenth 

century. He was serious about philosophy 

and man’s place in the world. And he finds 

Hume saying things implying that we can 

know only of the existence of certain sen¬ 

sations here and now. One can imagine 

him saying: “Good Lord! What kind of 

nonsense is this?” What he did say, among 

other things, was this: “A traveller of good 

judgment may mistake his way, and be 

unawares led into a wrong track; and 

while the road is fair before him, he may 

go on without suspicion and be followed 

by others but, when it ends in a coal pit, it 

requires no great judgment to know that 

he hath gone wrong, nor perhaps to find 

out what misled him.”6 

Thus Reid, as I interpret him, was not 

an empiricist; nor was he, more generally, 

what I have called a “methodist.” He was 

a “particularist.” That is to say, he thought 

6. Thomas Reid, Inquiry into the Human Mind, 
Chapter I, Section VIII. 
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that he had an answer to question A, and 

in terms of the answer to question A, he 

then worked out kind of an answer to 

question B.7 An even better example of a 

“particularist” is the great twentieth cen¬ 

tury English philosopher, G. E. Moore. 

Suppose, for a moment, you were 

tempted to go along with Hume and say 

“The only thing about the world I can 

really know is that there are now sensa¬ 

tions of a certain sort. There’s a sensation 

of a man, there’s the sound of a voice, and 

there’s a feeling of bewilderment or bore¬ 

dom. But that’s all I can really know 

about.” What would Reid say? I can im¬ 

agine him saying something like this: 

“Well, you can talk that way if you want 

to. But you know very well that it isn’t 

true. You know that you are there, that 

7. Unfortunately Cardinal Mercier takes Reid to be 
what I have called a “methodist.” He assumes, 
incorrectly I think, that Reid defends certain 
principles (principles that Reid calls principles 
of “common sense”) on the ground that these 
principles happen to be the deliverance of a 
faculty called “common sense.” See Mercier, op. 
cit., pp. 179-181. 
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you have a body of such and such a sort 

and that there are other people here, too. 

And you know about this building and 

where you were this morning and all kinds 

of other things as well.” G. E. Moore would 

raise his hand at this point and say: “I 

know very well this is a hand, and so do 

you. If you come across some philosophical 

theory that implies that you and I cannot 

know that this is a hand, then so much 

the worse for the theory.” I think that Reid 

and Moore are right, myself, and I’m in¬ 

clined to think that the “methodists” are 

wrong. 

Going back to our questions A and B, we 

may summarize the three possible views 

as follows: there is scepticism (you can¬ 

not answer either question without presup¬ 

posing an answer to the other, and there¬ 

fore the questions cannot be answered at 

all); there is “methodism” (you begin with 

an answer to B); and there is “particular¬ 

ism” (you begin with an answer to A). I 

suggest that the third possibility is the 

most reasonable. 
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10. 

I would say—and there are many repu¬ 

table philosophers who would disagree 

with me—that, in order to find out whether 

' you know such a thing as that this is a 

hand, you don’t have to apply any test or 

criterion. Spinoza has it right. “In order 

to know,” he said, “there is no need to 

know that we know, much less to know 

that we know that we know.”® 

This is part of the answer, it seems to 

me, to the puzzle about the diallelus. 

There are many things which, quite obvi¬ 

ously, we do know to be true. If I report 

to you the things I now see and hear and 

feel—or, if you prefer, the things I now 

think I see and hear and feel—the chances 

are that my report will be correct; I will 

be telling you something I know. And so, 

too, if you report the things that you think 

you now see and hear and feel. To be sure, 

there are hallucinations and illusions. 

8. On Improvement of the Understanding in Chief 
Works of Benedict de Spinoza, Vol. II, trans. 
R.H.M. Elwes, rev. ed. (London: George Bell 
and Sons, 1898), p. 13. 
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People often think they see or hear or feel 

things which in fact they do not see or 

hear or feel. But from this fact—that our 

senses do sometimes deceive us—it hardly 

follows that your senses and mine are de¬ 

ceiving you and me right now. And one 

may say similar things about what we 

remember. 

Having these good apples before us, we 

can look them over and formulate certain 

criteria of goodness. Consider the senses, 

for example. One important criterion—one 

epistemological principle—was formulated 

by St. Augustine. It is more reasonable, he 

said, to trust the senses than to distrust 

them. Even though there have been illu¬ 

sions and hallucinations, the wise thing, 

when everything seems all right, is to ac¬ 

cept the testimony of the senses. I say 

“when everything seems all right.” If on 

a particular occasion there is something 

about that particular occasion which 

makes you suspect that particular report 

of the senses, if, say, you seem to remem¬ 

ber having been drugged or hypnotized, 

or brainwashed, then perhaps you should 
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have some doubts about what you think 

you see, or hear, or feel, or smell. But if 

there is nothing about this particular occa¬ 

sion to lead you to suspect what the senses 

report on this particular occasion, then the 

wise thing is to take such a report at its 

face value. In short the senses should be 

regarded as innocent until there is some 

positive reason, on some particular occa¬ 

sion, for thinking that they are guilty on 

that particular occasion. 

One might say the same thing of mem¬ 

ory. If, on any occasion, you think you 

remember that such-and-such an event 

occurred, then the wise thing is to assume 

that that particular event did occur—unless 

there is something special about this par¬ 

ticular occasion that leads you to suspect 

your memory. 

We have then a kind of answer to the 

puzzle about the diallelus. We start with 

particular cases of knowledge and then 

from those we generalize and formulate 

criteria of goodness—criteria telling us 

what it is for a belief to be epistemologic¬ 

ally respectable. Let us now try to sketch 
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somewhat more precisely this approach to 

the problem of the criterion. 

11. 
The theory of evidence, like ethics and 

the theory of value, presuppose an objec¬ 

tive right and wrong. To explicate the 

requisite senses of “right” and “wrong,” 

we need the concept of right preference— 

or, more exactly, the concept of one state 

of mind being preferable, epistemically, 

to another. One state of mind may be 

better, epistemically, than another. This 

concept of epistemic preferability is what 

Cardinal Mercier called an objective con¬ 

cept. It is one thing to say, objectively, that 

one state of mind is to be preferred to an¬ 

other. It is quite another thing to say, sub¬ 

jectively, that one state of mind is in fact 

preferred to another—that someone or 

other happens to prefer the one state of 

mind to the other. If a state of mind A is 

to be preferred to a state of mind B, if it 

is, as I would like to say, intrinsically pre¬ 

ferable to B, then anyone who prefers 

B to A is mistaken in his preference. 
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Given this concept of epistemic prefer¬ 

ability, we can readily explicate the basic 

concepts of the theory of evidence. We 

could say, for example, that a proposition 

p is evident to a subject S at a given time t 

provided only that believing p is then 

epistemically preferable for S to withhold¬ 

ing p—where by “withholding p” we mean 

the state of neither accepting p nor its 

negation. It is evident to me, for example, 

that there are many people here. This 

means it is epistemically preferable for me 

to believe that there are many people here 

than for me neither to believe nor to dis¬ 

believe that there are many people here. 

Some propositions are not evident but 

they are beyond reasonable doubt—the 

proposition, say, that things in the unused 

room nearby are pretty much as they were 

when the last person had left it. A proposi¬ 

tion is beyond reasonable doubt, we could 

say, if withholding it is not preferable to 

believing it. And so a proposition would be 

unreasonable, or unacceptable, if with¬ 

holding it is preferable to believing it. 



PROBLEM OF THE CRITERION 27 

Again, some propositions are not beyond 

reasonable doubt but they may be said to 

have some presumption in their favor. I 

suppose that the proposition that each of 

us will be alive an hour from now is one 

that has some presumption in its favor. We 

could say that a proposition is of this sort 

provided only that believing the proposi¬ 

tion is epistemically preferable to believing 

its negation. 

Moving in the other direction in the 

epistemic hierarchy, we could say that a 

proposition is certain, absolutely certain, 

for a given subject at a given time, if that 

proposition is then evident to that subject 

and if there is no other proposition which 

is such that believing that other proposi¬ 

tion is then epistemically preferable for 

him to believing the given proposition. It 

is certain for me, I would say, that there 

seem to be many people here and that 7 

and 5 are 12. If this is so, then each of the 

two propositions is evident to me and 

there are no other propositions which are 

such that it would be even better, episte- 
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mically, if I were to believe those other 

propositions. 

This concept of epistemic preferability 

can be axiomatised and made the basis of 

a system of epistemic logic exhibiting the 

relations among these and other concepts 

of the theory of evidence.9 For present 

purposes, let us simply note how they may 

be applied in our approach to the problem 

of the criterion. 

12. 
Let us begin with the most difficult of 

the concepts to which we have just re¬ 

ferred—that of a proposition being certain 

for a man at a given time. Can we formu¬ 

late criteria of such certainty? I think we 

can. 

Leibniz had said that there are two 

kinds of immediately evident proposition— 

the “first truths of fact” and the “first 

9. The logic of these concepts, though with a 
somewhat different vocabulary, is set forth in 

Roderick M. Chisholm and Robert Keim, “A 
System of Epistemic Logic,” Ratio, Vol. XV 
(1973). 
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truths of reason.” Let us consider each of 

these in turn. 

Among the “first truths of fact,” for any 

man at any given time, I would say, are 

various propositions about his own state 

of mind at that time—his thinking certain 

thoughts, his entertaining certain beliefs, 

his being in a certain sensory or emotional 

state. These propositions all pertain to 

certain states of the man which may be 

said to manifest or present themselves to 

him at that time. We could use Meinong’s 

term and say that there are certain states 

which are “self-presenting,” where this 

concept might be marked off in the fol¬ 

lowing way. 

A man’s being in a certain state is self- 

presenting to him at a given time provided 

only that (i) he is in that state at that 

time and (ii) it is necessarily true that if 

he is in that state at that time then it is 

evident to him that he is in that state at 

that time. 
The states of mind just referred to are 

of this character. Wishing, say, that one 

were on the moon is a state which is such 
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that a man cannot be in that state without 

it being evident to him that he is in that 

state. And so, too, for thinking certain 

thoughts and having certain sensory or 

emotional experiences. These states pre¬ 

sent themselves and are, so to speak, marks 

of their own evidence. They cannot occur 

unless it is evident that they occur. I think 

they are properly called the “first truths 

of fact.” Thus St. Thomas could say that 

“the intellect knows that it possesses the 

truth by reflecting on itself.”1<* 

Perceiving external things and remem¬ 

bering are not states that present them¬ 

selves. But thinking that one perceives (or 

seeming to perceive) and thinking that 

one remembers (or seeming to remember) 

are states of mind that present themselves. 

And in presenting themselves they may, at 

least under certain favorable conditions, 

present something else as well. 

Coffey quotes Hobbes as saying that 

10. The Disputed Questions on Truth, Question 
One, Article 9; tr. by Robert W. Mulligan (Chi¬ 
cago: Henry Regnery Company, 1952). 
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“the inn of evidence has no sign-board.”11 

I would prefer saying that these self-pre¬ 

senting states are sign-boards—of the inn 

of indirect evidence. But these sign-boards 

need no further sign-boards in order to be 

presented, for they present themselves. 

13. 

What of the first truths of reason? These 

are the propositions that some philosophers 

have called “a priori” and that Leibniz, fol¬ 

lowing Locke, referred to as “maxims” or 

“axioms.” These propositions are all neces¬ 

sary and have a further characteristic 

which Leibniz described in this way: “You 

will find in a hundred places that the 

Scholastics have said that these proposi¬ 

tions are evident, ex terminis, as soon as 

the terms are understood, so that they were 

persuaded that the force of conviction was 

grounded in the nature of the terms, i.e., 

in the connection of their ideas.”12 Thus 

11. Coffey, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 146. I have been un¬ 
able to find this quotation in Hobbes. 

12. New Essays concerning Human Understanding, 
Book IV, Chapter 7, n. 1. 
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St. Thomas referred to propositions that 

are “manifest through themselves.”13 

An axiom, one might say, is a necessary 

proposition which is such that one cannot 

understand it without thereby knowing 

that it is true. Since one cannot know a 

proposition unless it is evident and one 

believes it, and since one cannot believe a 

proposition unless one understands it, we 

might characterize these first truths of 

reason in the following way: 

A proposition is axiomatic for a given 

subject at a given time provided only (i) 

the proposition is one that is necessarily 

true and (ii) it is also necessarily true that 

if the person then believes that proposition 

the proposition is then evident to him. 

We might now characterize the a priori 

somewhat more broadly by saying that a 

proposition is a priori for a given subject 

at a given time provided that one or the 

other of these two things is true: either 

(i) the proposition is one that is axiomatic 

13., Exposition of the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle, 
Lectio 4, No. 10; tr. by Pierre Conway (Que¬ 
bec: M. Doyon, 1956). 
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for that subject at that time, or else (ii) the 

proposition is one such that it is evident 

to the man at that time that the proposition 

is entailed by a set of propositions that are 

axiomatic for him at that time. 

In characterizing the “first truths of 

fact” and the “first truths of reason,” I 

have used the expression “evident.” But 

I think it is clear that such truths are not 

only evident but also certain. And they 

may be said to be directly, or immediately, 

evident. 

What, then, of the indirectly evident? 

14. 

I have suggested in rather general terms 

above what we might say about memory 

and the senses. These ostensible sources of 

knowledge are to be treated as innocent 

until there is positive ground for thinking 

them guilty. I will not attempt to develop 

a theory of the indirectly evident at this 

point. But I will note at least the kind of 

principle to which we might appeal in 

developing such a theory. 
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We could begin by considering the fol¬ 

lowing two principles, M and P; M refer¬ 

ring to memory, and P referring to per¬ 

ception or the senses. 

, (M) For any subject S, if it is evident 

to S that he seems to remember 

that a was F, then it is beyond 

reasonable doubt for S that a was 

F. 

(P) For any subject S, if it is evident 

to S that he thinks he perceives 

that a is F, then it is evident to S 

that a is F. 

“He seems to remember” and “he thinks 

he perceives” here refer to certain self-pre¬ 

senting states which, in the figure I used 

above, could be said to serve as sign¬ 

boards for the inn of indirect evidence. 

But principles M and P, as they stand, 

are much too latitudinarian. We will find 

that it is necessary to make qualifications 

and add more and more conditions. Some 

of these will refer to the subject’s sensory 

state; some will refer to certain of his other 

beliefs; and some will refer to the relations 
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of confirmation and mutual support. To 

set them forth in adequate detail would 

require a complete epistemology.14 

So far as our problem of the criterion is 

concerned, the essential thing to note is 

this. In formulating such principles we will 

simply proceed as Aristotle did when he 

formulated his rules for the syllogism. As 

“particularists” in our approach to the 

problem of the criterion, we will fit our 

rules to the cases—to the apples we know 

to be good and to the apples we know to 

be bad. Knowing what we do about our¬ 

selves and the world, we have at our dis¬ 

posal certain instances which our rules or 

principles should countenance, and certain 

other instances which our rules or princi¬ 

ples should rule out or forbid. And, as 

rational beings, we assume that by investi- 

14. I have attempted to do this to some extent in 
Theory of Knowledge (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966). Revisions and correc¬ 
tions may be found in my essay “On the Nature 
of Empirical Evidence” in Roderick M. Chis¬ 
holm and Robert J. Swartz, eds.. Empirical 
Knowledge (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice- 

Hall, Inc., 1973). 
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gating these instances we can formulate 

criteria which any instance must satisfy if 

it is to be countenanced and we can form¬ 

ulate other criteria which any instance 

must satisfy if it is to be ruled out or for¬ 

bidden. 

If we proceed in this way we will have 

satisfied Cardinal Mercier’s criteria for a 

theory of evidence or, as he called it, a 

theory of certitude. He said that any cri¬ 

terion, or any adequate set of criteria, 

should be internal, objective, and immedi¬ 

ate. The type of criteria I have referred to 

are certainly internal, in his sense of the 

term. We have not appealed to any ex¬ 

ternal authority as constituting the ulti¬ 

mate test of evidence. (Thus we haven’t 

appealed to “science” or to “the scientists 

of our culture circle” as constituting the 

touchstone of what we know.) I would 

say that our criteria are objective. We have 

formulated them in terms of the concept 

of epistemic preferability—where the lo¬ 

cation “p is epistemically preferable to q 

for S” is taken to refer to an objective rela- 
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tion that obtains independently of the 

actual preferences of any particular sub¬ 

ject. The criteria that we formulate, if they 

are adequate, will be principles that are 

necessarily true. And they are also im¬ 

mediate. Each of them is such that, if it 

is applicable at any particular time, then 

the fact that it is then applicable is capable 

of being directly evident to that particular 

subject at that particular time. 

15. 

But in all of this I have presupposed the 

approach I have called “particularism.” 

The “methodist” and the “sceptic” will tell 

us that we have started in the wrong place. 

If now we try to reason with them, then, 

I am afraid, we will be back on the wheel. 

What few philosophers have had the 

courage to recognize is this: we can deal 

with the problem only by begging the 

question. It seems to me that, if we do 

recognise this fact, as we should, then it is 

unseemly for us to try to pretend that it 

isn’t so. 
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One may object: “Doesn’t this mean, 

then, that the sceptic is right after all?” 

I would answer: “Not at all. His view is 

only one of the three possibilities and in 

itself has no more to recommend it than 

the others do. And in favor of our ap¬ 

proach there is the fact that we do know 

many things, after all.” 
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