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1.  Introduction

Some recently influential work in the epistemology of perceptual belief has concerned the dispute between the two views that Nico Silins dubbed ‘Liberalism’ and ‘Conservatism.’
  This paper attempts to adjudicate this dispute.  Or perhaps it is more apt to say that this paper attempts to dissolve the dispute, since I will argue that Silins’s version of Liberalism is true, but that Wright’s version of Conservatism is also true.  (In fact, some of the materials for arguing in favour of Wright’s version of Conservatism come from Silins’s own argument for Liberalism.)  

Before proceeding to my argument, I should first characterize Liberalism and Conservatism.  As we will see, that will take some doing.
2.  Liberalism and Conservatism
At this moment, as I’m sitting alone at my desk and typing these words on my keyboard, I am justified in believing that there is a white rectangular surface (viz., my computer screen) in front of me.  In fact, I do believe that there’s a white rectangular surface in front of me, but what makes me justified in holding this belief is something that could still make me justified in holding this same belief even if I didn’t actually hold the belief.  What is this thing that makes me justified in believing that there’s a white rectangular surface in front of me?  If we use the term ‘justification’ somewhat unconventionally, to denote whatever it is that makes me justified in believing something, then we can ask our question as follows:  what is my justification for believing that there’s a white rectangular surface in front of me?

One thing that we should all be able to accept is that, whatever the true and complete story of precisely what makes me justified in believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me now, that story includes, at the very least, my current visual experience as of its being the case that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me.  Whatever the nature of such experience, and whatever the nature of the relation denoted by speaking of the experience as being ‘as of’ its being the case that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me, we should all be able to agree that the experience that I’ve picked out (and I assume that I’ve managed at least to pick out an experience, even if I haven’t accurately captured its nature) plays at least some role in the true and complete story of what makes me justified in believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me right now.  Of course, coherentists might wish to say that what justifies me in believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me is simply that I have a spontaneous belief that this is so, and this belief coheres sufficiently with my other beliefs.  But what constitutes the ‘spontaneity’ of this belief is simply that it is caused in the right sort of way by my visual experience as of its being the case that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me.  So even these coherentists can grant that the experience plays some role, however indirect, in the true and complete story of what constitutes my justification for believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me.  
As shorthand, let’s now agree to speak of a visual experience E’s ‘content’ as that proposition P which is such that E is as of its being the case that P.  In using the term ‘content’ in this way, I hope that I’m not begging any interesting questions about the nature of visual experiences, whether they are representational, and (if they are representational) just how and what they can represent.  I mean to be using the term ‘content’ simply as a shorthand for whatever feature of visual experiences we happen to be picking out when we say, of some such experience, that it is ‘as of’ something or other’s being the case.
Now, the computer screen example that I’ve just described is representative of a wide class of cases in which someone’s visual experience plays some role in the true and complete story of what makes them justified in believing the content of that experience.  But precisely what role does visual experience play in making one justified in believing its content?  Silins uses the terms ‘Liberalism’ and ‘Conservatism’ to denote two incompatible answers to this question.  What do these two answers say, and how precisely do they differ?  
Before we answer this question, let’s first consider what Pryor has to say about the distinction between liberal and conservative treatments of a hypothesis.  Pryor proposes to 

distinguish two …roles a theory of justification can assign a hypothesis H [in its account of what makes one justified in believing some proposition P].  A theory treat H conservatively when it says that you need some justification to believe H in order to have a given kind of prima facie justification to believe P.  That is, the conditions M that make you have that prima facie justification include your having this justification to believe H.  The justification to believe H has to come from sources other than the justification to believe P that we’re considering, since it needs to be in place as a precondition of your having that justification to believe P.  I’ll put this by saying that your justification to believe H needs to be antecedent to this justification to believe P.  (It’s allowed to derive from justification to believe P you have by other routes.)

A theory that treats H liberally denies that having prima facie justification to believe P requires you to have antecedent justification to believe H.  But it does count not-H as an undermining hypothesis:  evidence against H undermines your prima facie justification to believe P.  [Pryor 2004:  353 – 4]
How might this distinction between conservative and liberal treatments of a hypothesis apply to our computer screen example?  Well, consider the sceptical hypothesis (S) that my current visual experience (E) as of its being the case that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me is not veridical.  Let H be the negation of S.  Conservative and liberal treatments of H will differ on the issue of whether my having some justification (distinct from E) for believing H is required for E to justify me in believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me.  In particular, a conservative treatment of H says that, in order for E to justify me in believing that there’s a white rectangular surface in front of me, I must have independent and antecedent justification for believing H; whereas a liberal treatment of H says that, in order for E to justify me in believing that there’s a white rectangular surface in front of me, it is not necessary for me to have some independent and antecedent justification for believing H, but I must not have sufficient evidence against H.


Where Pryor distinguishes Liberal from Conservative treatments of hypotheses, Silins distinguishes Liberalism from Conservatism as two views in the epistemology of perceptual belief:  views about the relation between the role that our visual experience plays in justifying our beliefs in its content, on the one hand, and our justification for disbelieving various sceptical hypotheses, on the other hand.  He initially states his distinction as follows:
(Conservatism) Whenever your visual experience E gives you justification to believe its content that P

(i) your experience does not give you immediate justification to believe that P, i.e., what makes your experience justify you to any degree in believing that P includes your having some independent justification to believe other propositions, and in particular,

(ii) for any skeptical hypothesis H which entails that [you have E and it’s not the case that P], what makes your experience justify you to any degree in believing that P includes your having independent justification to disbelieve H.
(Liberalism) It’s not the case that:  whenever your visual experience E gives you justification to believe its content that P, what makes your experience justify you to any degree in believing that P includes your having some independent justification to believe other propositions.  [Silins 2007:  111 – 2]
So, by these definitions, Conservatism tells us that ‘whenever your visual experience E gives you justification to believe its content that P …your experience does not give you immediate justification to believe that P.’  [Silins 2007:  111]  To judge from the passage quoted, Silins seems to gloss the claim that your experience does not give you immediate justification to believe that P as follows:  ‘what makes your experience justify you to any degree in believing that P includes your having some independent justification to believe other propositions.’  But is this an accurate gloss of the claim that your experience does not give you immediate justification to believe that P?  
Silins could, of course, stipulate that he’s using the phrase ‘immediate justification’ in such a way that this is precisely what it means.  But then this would make it mysterious why he then goes on to say, immediately after the description of Conservatism quoted above, 

The Conservative view says that, whenever your experience is a source of justification, it is only a source of mediate or inferential justification, one which relies on your independent justification to disbelieve skeptical hypotheses incompatible with the content of the experience.  [Silins 2007:  111]  
It is one thing to say that what makes your experience justify you in believing a proposition p includes your having some independent justification to believe other propositions; it is another thing to say that your experience justifies you inferentially in believing that p.  Why couldn’t your experience justify you non-inferentially in believing that p, even though the non-inferential justificatory relationship that holds between your experience and the belief obtains only because of your having some independent justification to believe some further thing?  Silins doesn’t address this question.


There is also another, much more natural, way to understand the claim that E ‘mediately’ justifies you in believing that P:  namely, as saying that E justifies you in believing that P only by virtue of justifying you in believing something other than P.  And to say that E justifies you in believing that P only by virtue of justifying you in believing something other than P is not to say that E justifies you inferentially in believing that P.  The fact that I have a headache right now might justify me in believing that I have a pain only by virtue of justifying me in believing that I have a headache, but it doesn’t follow that the fact that I have a headache right now justifies me inferentially in believing that I have a pain.  That is one fairly clear case of mediate, non-inferential justification, and there may be many others as well.  
Given the various distinctions just made, we should be able to see that there are at least four distinct versions of Liberalism, as well as at least four distinct versions of Conservatism.  I’ll present them as offering competing answers to the following four questions.

(1) Is my visual experience e only part of what makes me justified in believing its content h, or is it the whole of what makes me justified?  Here, I am not asking whether, in addition to the justification provided by my visual experience, I might possess a distinct justification, not at all consisting of my visual experience, for believing h.  Rather, I am asking whether e, all by itself, makes me justified in believing h, or whether it is only the combination of e with some further thing that makes me justified in believing h.

(2) Does e give me (or help to give me) an inferential justification for believing h, or does it rather give me (or help to give me) a non-inferential justification for believing h?  I leave open the possibility that I have two distinct justifications – one inferential and one non-inferential – for believing h.  But the question I’m asking here is whether the justification constituted (or at least partly constituted) by e is an inferential or a non-inferential justification.  (In asking this, I am of course assuming that there is only one justification for believing h that is constituted, or partly constituted, by e.  If the reader thinks that this assumption is not correct about the computer screen case that I’m discussing, then I invite the reader to think of an ordinary case that fits the general description that I’ve given of the actual case, and in which the assumption is correct.  It seems that it is at least possible for there to be such a case.)  

(3) Does e give me (or help to give me) justification for believing h only by virtue of giving me justification to believe some distinct proposition h’?  Again, I leave open the possibility that e gives me (or helps to give me) two distinct justifications for believing h, where only one of these two justifications obtains by virtue of e’s giving me justification for believing some distinct proposition h’.  In fact, I even leave open the possibility that e cannot give me either one of these two justifications without also giving me the other justification:  this is compatible with there being two rather than one justification that e gives me for believing h.  What I’m asking here is whether there is any justification that e gives me for believing h, which is such that e gives me that justification not by virtue of giving me justification for believing h’.
(4) In order for it to be the case that e gives me (or helps to give me) justification for believing h, is it necessary that I also have some other justification (distinct from e) for believing some other thing (distinct from h)?  It is important to distinguish what’s at issue in this question from what was at issue in question (1):  even if e, all by itself, gives me justification for believing h, this leaves it open whether it is a necessary condition of e’s giving me this justification for believing h that something distinct from e gives me justification for believing something distinct from h.  Here’s an example to illustrate the distinction that I have in mind:  Suppose I take days and days doing a complicated proof in set theory.  Finally, I have written down all 200 steps, and derived a conclusion.  What's my justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion that I’ve just proven?  Is it my 200 step, a priori proof?  Or is it my long a priori proof, in conjunction with my a posteriori grounds for thinking that I didn't make a mistake in doing the proof?  It is plausible – or at the very least logically possible – that the 200 step proof constitutes my a priori justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion.  But it is at least as plausible – and anyway also logically possible – that, in order for the 200 step proof to give me justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion, I must double check the proof, or do something else to gain some other kind of a posteriori justification for believing that I did not make a mistake somewhere in those 200 steps.  (I make such mistakes pretty regularly, and so I cannot reasonably trust any 200 step proof that I do, unless I check it, or gain some other a posteriori grounds for believing that I didn’t make a mistake.)  This is a case in which, plausibly (or, again, at least possibly), a necessary condition of one thing’s giving me justification for believing a proposition h (here, the proof’s giving me justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion) is that something else gives me justification for believing a different proposition h’ (here, my double checking gives me justification for believing that I didn’t make a mistake in doing the proof).  
Some philosophers will respond to this example by insisting that, in the case I’ve just described, my justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion that I’ve proved is not a priori.
  Here’s why I disagree:  In general, if I have an a posteriori justification for believing that p, and p turns out to be wrong, this does not necessarily indicate a flaw in the reflection or reasoning that went into my justification for believing that p.  (It seems to me that the main point of distinguishing a certain class of justifications as a posteriori is to distinguish those justifications that justify one in believing a false proposition, even when one makes no error of reasoning or reflection.)  But if my 200 step proof justifies me in believing that p, and p turns out to be wrong, then that does necessarily indicate a flaw in the reflection or reasoning that went into my justification for believing that p:  my reasoning, though it justified me in believing that p, must nonetheless have contained an error somewhere.  And that shows that my justification for believing that p is not a posteriori.

Now, we can use these four questions to distinguish the different versions of Liberalism and Conservatism.

If you answer question (1) by saying that e, all by itself, makes me justified in believing h, then you are a simple Liberal.  If you answer question (1) by denying this, then you are a simple Conservative.


If you answer question (2) by saying that e gives (or helps to give) me a non-inferential justification for believing h, then you are an inferential Liberal.  If you answer question (2) by saying that e gives (or helps to give) me an inferential justification for believing h, then you are an inferential Conservative.


If you answer question (3) by saying that e gives (or helps to give) me a justification for believing h only by virtue of giving (or helping to give) me a justification for believing h’, then you are a mediate Conservative.  If you answer question (3) by denying this, then you are a mediate Liberal.  Notice that, on the assumption that inferential justification is one, but not the only, form of mediate justification, inferential Conservatism implies mediate Conservatism (but not vice-versa), and mediate Liberalism implies inferential Liberalism (but not vice-versa).


If you answer question (4) by saying that, for it to be the case that e gives (or helps to give) me justification for believing h, I must have some independent justification for believing the negations of a number of sceptical propositions that are incompatible with h and that entail that I’m having e, then you are a strong Conservative.  If you answer question (4) by denying this claim, then you are a strong Liberal.
 
We’ve now distinguished four forms of Liberalism and, corresponding to them, four forms of Conservatism.  Now, it’s not yet clear just why these distinctions are important.  Their importance will become visible only later in this paper, when we try to adjudicate the dispute between Liberalism and Conservatism.  It will turn out that our best reason for accepting Liberalism is a reason for accepting simple Liberalism specifically.  But if simple Liberalism is true, then that fact, in conjunction with a few other facts, will give us a compelling argument for Strong Conservatism.  So we will end up concluding that simple Liberalism and strong Conservatism are both true.  This is an important result, because strong Conservatism seems to be precisely the kind of Conservatism that Crispin Wright (most prominently, but among many others) has propounded in his recent writings.  In short, our best reason for accepting Liberalism helps to provide us with an argument for accepting Wright’s own version of Conservatism.  Since Silins takes his defence of Liberalism to be a defence of a position incompatible with Wright’s Conservatism, the argument of this paper suggests a new resolution to the dispute between Silins and Wright.
In adjudicating the dispute between Liberalism and Conservatism, it’s important that we distinguish this dispute from another dispute with which it has frequently been entangled.  The second dispute that I have in mind here is the dispute between two positions that Silins calls ‘Mooreanism’ and ‘Rationalism.’  I’ll now say what Mooreanism and Rationalism are.

3.  Mooreanism and Rationalism

In order to explain the difference between Mooreanism and Rationalism, imagine that, as I have, and am aware of having, a visual experience of a white rectangular surface in front of me, I then infer that it’s not the case that I am being deceived by an evil genius to think that there are spatially extended things.  So we can depict the situation as follows.  My inference, we can also suppose, takes the form of an obvious modus ponens, and so it is an inference which I know to be valid:

(Rectangle) There is a white rectangular surface in front of me.

(Link) If there is a white rectangular surface in front of me, then I am not being deceived by an evil genius to falsely believe that there are spatially extended things.

(Anti-Skepticism) I am not being deceived by an evil genius to falsely believe that there are spatially extended things.

I know a priori that (Link) is true:  if there is a white rectangular surface in front of me, then it follows a priori that there are spatially extended things, and so it follows a priori that my belief that there are spatially extended things – however precisely it was produced – is not a false belief.  I also know that the inference above is valid.  

Now, Silins advances the following very plausible principle:

‘(JB-Closure) Necessarily, if you have justification to believe that P, and you know that [P only if Q], then you have justification to believe that Q.’  [Silins 2007:  115]
This principle strikes me as clearly right, and I will not pause to consider possible objections to it:  in this paper, I will simply assume that it is right.
  But, given the facts that I’ve just mentioned concerning the inference from Rectangle and Link to Anti-Skepticism, JB-Closure implies that, if I have justification to believe Rectangle, then I have justification to believe Anti-Skepticism.  In other words, if I have justification to believe that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me, then (given my knowledge that Link is true) I have justification to believe that I am not being deceived by an evil genius to falsely believe that there are spatially extended things. 


All of this, we may suppose, is common ground between Mooreanism and Rationalism.  What divides the two positions is how they answer the question of what it is that gives me justification to believe that there are spatially extended things.  I state these views as follows:

(Mooreanism) Whatever it is that gives me justification to believe (Rectangle) also gives me justification to believe (Anti-Skepticism).  
(Rationalism) Even though I have justification to believe (Anti-Skepticism) whenever I have justification to believe (Rectangle), what (if anything) gives me justification to believe (Rectangle) is not the same thing that gives me justification to believe (Anti-Skepticism).  What (if anything) gives me justification to believe (Anti-Skepticism) is independent of what gives me justification to believe (Rectangle).

Although most Liberals have been Mooreans [Pryor 2000; Pryor 2004; Davies 2004; Peacocke 2004] and most Conservatives have been Rationalists [Wright 1985; Wright 2000; Wright 2002; Wright 2003; Davies 1998; Davies 2000; Davies 2003], Silins correctly points out that consistency does not require us to align our commitments in these ways.  Liberalism and Conservatism are views about what justifies me in holding various perceptual beliefs – for instance, what justifies me in believing that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me.  Mooreanism and Rationalism, in contrast, are views about the relationship between what justifies me in holding certain perceptual beliefs (e.g., that there is a white rectangular surface in front of me) and what justifies me in believing some anti-sceptical proposition that I know to follow from this perceptual belief, such as that I’m not being deceived by an evil genius into falsely believing that there are spatially extended things.  Liberalism, by itself, does not have any implications concerning what justifies me in believing such anti-sceptical propositions, and neither does Conservatism, so neither Liberalism nor Conservatism implies either Mooreanism or Rationalism.


This is important, because Silins argues plausibly in favour of Liberalism, and also argues plausibly against Mooreanism.  He thereby attempts to show that the conjunction of Liberalism and Mooreanism is false, and that a Liberal need not, and should not, be a Moorean.

Now I’ve just said that Silins argues plausibly in favour of Liberalism.  So what further work could be left for me to do in mediating the dispute between Liberalism and Conservatism?  Haven’t I just admitted that Silins has resolved this dispute in favour of Liberalism?  Not quite.  When I said that Silins argues plausibly in favour of Liberalism, I was oversimplifying.  What Silins actually does is to argue plausibly – indeed successfully – in favour of simple Liberalism (though he doesn’t distinguish simple Liberalism from any of the other varieties of Liberalism distinguished above).  But simple Liberalism is consistent with strong Conservatism, which, it seems to me, is precisely the version of Conservatism that has been espoused by opponents of Liberalism such as Wright.  But before I get to this, let’s review Silins’s reason for accepting Liberalism.
4.  Silins’s reason for accepting Liberalism
Actually, Silins offers three reasons, but I will review only the one that I find persuasive.
  Here it is:

Liberalism is more plausible than Conservatism because the Conservative faces a challenge the Liberal does not:  the Conservative is in a weaker position to endorse the claim that our perceptual beliefs are well-founded in addition to being propositionally justified.  In order for a belief to be well-founded, I take it, one must hold the belief on the basis of what justifies it.  Thus, if Conservatism is true, then our perceptual beliefs are well-founded only if they are based on our independent justification to reject sceptical hypotheses about our experiences.  It’s hard to see that we actually do base our perceptual beliefs on any such independent justifications, whether or not it is in principle possible for us to do so.  So the Conservative may be forced to accept the moderate sceptical claim that our actual perceptual beliefs are not well-founded, even if the Conservative can accept the anti-sceptical claim that our actual perceptual beliefs are propositionally justified.  The Liberal faces no such problem.  That’s because the Liberal does not say that our perceptual beliefs are justified only in conjunction with our independent justification to hold other beliefs.  A major advantage of Liberalism is that it is psychologically undemanding and straightforwardly compatible with the well-founded status of our perceptual beliefs.  [Silins 2008:  118 – 9]
This strikes me as a compelling reason to accept Liberalism, understood here as the view that what justifies our belief in the truth of the content of our visual experience is our visual experience itself, not some combination of that experience with some independent justification to believe something else.  In other words, Silins has given us (what I take to be) a compelling reason to accept simple Liberalism.  

Now, does the consideration that Silins offers in the passage quoted above support any version of Liberalism other than simple Liberalism?  It doesn’t seem to.  Of course, inferential Liberalism is obviously, extremely plausible:  it says only that the justification that my visual experiences give me for believing the truth of their content is a non-inferential justification.  And mediate Liberalism is also, obviously, extremely plausible:  it says only that my visual experiences justify me in believing the truth of their content, but they do so not by virtue of justifying me in believing anything else.  
But strong Liberalism doesn’t have the same plausibility as inferential Liberalism or mediate Liberalism, nor is strong Liberalism supported by the consideration that Silins gives in the passage quoted above.  For a perceptual belief to be well-founded, the belief must be based upon what justifies the believer in holding it:  this requirement on well-foundedness, in conjunction with considerations of psychological plausibility, imposes a substantive constraint on what can justify us in holding a belief.  But it does not impose the same constraint on what can be a necessary condition of something’s justifying us in holding a belief.  Even if it’s a necessary condition of my experience E justifying me in believing the truth of its content C that something F (distinct from E) justifies me in believing some proposition D (distinct from C), the well-foundedness of my belief that C is true requires only that my belief that C is true be based upon what justifies it, namely, E.  The well-foundedness of the belief does not require that the belief be based upon everything that is necessary for E to justify me in holding that belief.  So Silins’s reason for accepting simple Liberalism does not provide us with a reason to accept strong Liberalism.  Nor have I seen any other reason to accept strong Liberalism.

I take it, then, that simple Liberalism is true, but we have no reason yet to accept (or, for that matter, to reject) strong Liberalism.  Since Liberalism has often been associated with Mooreanism, we might be tempted to conclude that Mooreanism is also true.  But is it?

5.  Silins’s argument against Mooreanism

Although Silins defends the claim that our visual experience itself can justify us in believing the truth of its content, and he also defends JB-Closure, nonetheless, Silins denies that our visual experience itself can justify us in believing the truth of some of the anti-sceptical claims that follow from the truth of the visual experience’s content.  More specifically, Silins denies that our visual experience can justify us in believing the negation of any sceptical claim that entails that we have that very experience (e.g., the claim that we are brains in vats who are electrochemically stimulated to have that very same visual experience).  His reasoning, adapted from White [2006], and modified to avoid an objection,
 is as follows:
(1) If e justifies me in believing that h, and e does not cancel any other justification that I have for believing that h, then e does not lower my rational degree of confidence in h.

(2) The hypothesis (henceforth, BIV) that I am a brain in a vat being electrochemically stimulated to have this particular visual experience (henceforth, e) entails that e is occurring, and e does not defeat any other justification I have for believing -BIV.

(3) Prob(e/h) = Prob(e&h)/Prob(h) (definition of conditional probability)

(4) If e is entailed by h, then Prob(e&h) = Prob(h) (follows from axioms of probability)

(5) If e is entailed by h, then Prob(e/h) =1 (from 3, 4)

(6’) Prob (BIV/e) = [(Prob (BIV))/Prob (e)] x Prob (e/BIV) (Bayes’s Theorem)

(7) Prob (BIV/e) = [(Prob (BIV))/Prob (e)] (from 2, 5, 6)

(8) Prob (e) > 0, Prob (BIV) > 0

(9) Prob (BIV/e) > Prob (BIV) (from 7, 8)

(10) e raises my rational degree of confidence in BIV. (from 9)

(11) If e raises my rational degree of confidence in BIV, then it lowers my rational degree of confidence in –BIV.  (Requirement of probabilistic coherence)

(12) e lowers my rational degree of confidence in –BIV (from 10, 11)

(13) e does not justify me in believing –BIV (from 1, 12)


This argument seems to me to be conclusive – at least if we accept the claim in premise (2) that the BIV hypothesis entails that we’re having the particular experience that we’re actually having.  (As Silins notes, this would be denied, of course, on a Williamsonian conception of evidence, but it’s not clear why someone would want to propound Mooreanism if they held that conception of evidence.  Mooreanism is a position designed to explain what justifies us in believing the negations of sceptical hypotheses; but on a Williamsonian conception of evidence, sceptical hypotheses are simply inconsistent with our evidence, and so no Moorean explanation of our justification for believing their negations is called for.)  Even if the Liberal is right that my visual experience does (at least under some circumstances) justify me in believing the truth of its content, and so, by JB-Closure, I am thereby justified in believing the negation of sceptical hypotheses that I know to entail that I’m having that very experience, nonetheless, my visual experience cannot justify me in believing the negation of any sceptical hypothesis that I know to entail that I’m having the very experience.  Mooreanism is, therefore, false.

So what we’ve seen so far is that there is a good reason to accept simple Liberalism – namely, it can allow, without commitment to psychologically unrealistic assumptions, that our perceptual beliefs are well-founded (i.e., based upon precisely what justifies them).  And we’ve also seen a conclusive reason to reject Mooreanism – namely, the Moorean allows that an experience can simultaneously make it rational for us to raise our degree of confidence in a hypothesis, while also justifying us in denying the hypothesis.  Silins concludes that some version of Rationalist Liberalism is correct.  But, Silins notes, there is an important objection to Rationalist Liberalism, an objection that Silins himself goes to some lengths to address.  Here is the objection.

6.  Objection to Rationalist Liberalism, and Silins’s Response

According to Liberalism, under some circumstances, when you have a visual experience e, that experience makes you justified in believing the truth of its content h.  But, by JB-Closure, it follows that, whenever you’re justified in believing the truth of h, you’re also justified in believing the negation of any sceptical hypothesis s that entails that you have e, and that you know to be incompatible with h.  But then:

(N) Necessarily, whenever e, by itself, gives you justification to believe h, and you know h to be incompatible with s, then something other than e gives you justification for believing the negation of s.  
Rationalist Liberalism predicts that N is true.  But what could explain why N is true?  We can’t reasonably believe that N is simply a brute fact; if it’s true, there must be some reason why it’s true.  The Moorean, of course, does not have to explain N, since the Moorean can simply deny that N is true – she can deny that anything other than e gives you justification for believing the negation of s.  (Of course, the Moorean is not committed to denying that anything other than e gives you justification for believing the negation of s – she is committed only to claiming that e gives you justification for believing the negation of s.  But claiming that e gives you justification for believing the negation of s is, of course, compatible with claiming that something else also gives you justification for believing the negation of s.)  But Silins has just shown that Mooreanism is false.  The Conservative also does not have to explain N since she can deny that N is true – she will deny that e, by itself, ever gives you justification for believing h.  But Silins has just argued that Liberalism (or, more precisely, simple Liberalism) is true, and so simple Conservatism is false.  So, Silins is committed to the truth of N, but what explanation can he offer of the fact that N is true?  

Silins attempts to address this worry by constructing an explanation of N.  His explanation appeals to nothing more than the defeasibility of the justifications furnished us by our visual experience.  To see how his explanation goes, consider the following valid argument.  (In stating this argument, Silins uses an example of a visual experience the content of which is that one has hands, and uses ‘BIV’ to denote the hypothesis that the experiencing agent is a handless brain in a vat being electrochemically stimulated to have that very visual experience as of hands.  Of course, for the argument to be useful for explaining N, it would have to be valid under all the relevant substitutions.)
(F) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one lacks reason to suspect that BIV is true.

(G) If one lacks reason to suspect that BIV is true, then one has reason to believe –BIV.

Therefore,
(H) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one has reason to believe –BIV. [Silins 2007:  133]
Silins takes this argument to be sound, and he appeals to its soundness (and the representativeness of the example mentioned in the argument) in order to explain N.  

Unfortunately, although the F-H argument is valid, it is not sound.  That’s because premise F is not true.  F implies that a necessary condition of one’s experience as of hands justifying one in believing that one has hands is that one have no reason to suspect that BIV is true.  But this implication is false:  one could have a reason to suspect that BIV is true, and still have one’s experience as of hands justify one in believing that one has hands, so long as one’s reason to suspect that BIV is true is an obviously defeated reason.  For example, suppose that, as I gaze at my hands and have a visual experience as of having hands, my neurosurgeon friend tells me ‘although it may seem to you right now that you have hands, you are actually a handless brain in a vat being electrochemically stimulated to believe that you have hands.’  Now, certainly, the neurosurgeon’s telling me this constitutes a reason for me to suspect that BIV is true:  after all, I’ve just been told this by a neurosurgeon.  But suppose that the neurosurgeon tells me this simply because she knows that I’ve been writing about scepticism lately, and she’s having fun testing the limits of my credulity.  If I can recognize (on the basis of various hard-to-specify behavioural cues) that this is what she’s up to, then the reason that she gives me for suspecting that BIV is true is a defeated reason.  Despite my having this reason for suspecting that BIV is true, I continue to be justified in believing that I’m not a brain in a vat, and I continue to be justified in believing that I have hands.  

Could we defend F by saying that, in these circumstances, what justifies me in believing that I have hands is not my visual experience itself, but rather a combination of the experience together with whatever defeats the testimonial reason that she gives me for suspecting that I’m a BIV?  For instance, should we say that what justifies me in believing that I have hands is not my visual experience itself, but rather a combination of the experience together with some hard-to-specify behavioural cues?  This would be implausible.  The same considerations of psychological realism that lead Silins to deny that our perceptual beliefs are based on whatever considerations tell against sceptical hypotheses should also lead us to say, about the present case, that my belief that I have hands is justified simply by my experience as of having hands.  It is not justified by the combination of my experience together with (say) the smirk on the neurosurgeon’s face.  It helps to see this point if we stress that, while I can tell from the neuroscientist’s behaviour that she is not speaking sincerely when she tells me that I’m a BIV, I cannot articulately specify the behavioural cues that tip me off to her insincerity.  So here is a case in which my belief that I have hands is justified simply by my experience as of having hands, and yet I have an (obviously defeated) reason to suspect that BIV is true.  This case is a counterexample to F, and F is therefore false.


We can fix up the F-H argument by altering the first premise so that it avoids the objection just posed, thus:

(F’) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one lacks undefeated reason to suspect that BIV is true.

(G) If one lacks reason to suspect that BIV is true, then one has reason to believe –BIV.

Therefore,
(H) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one has reason to believe –BIV.

This new argument won’t work because it isn’t valid:  F’ and G do not hook up in the right way to imply H.  In order to render the argument valid, we have to alter G.  Here is how the resulting argument goes:

(F’) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one lacks undefeated reason to suspect that BIV is true.

(G’) If one lacks undefeated reason to suspect that BIV is true, then one has reason to believe –BIV.

Therefore,
(H) If one’s experience as of hands justifies one in believing that one has hands, then one has reason to believe –BIV.

This argument is valid, and F’ is true.  The problem is that G’ is false, as I’ll now argue.

George the psychiatrist has just woken up after a long slumber, and he suffers from massive amnesia:  he can remember hardly anything that happened prior to his loss of consciousness.  When he wakes up, he seems to be in an unfamiliar setting, surrounded by unfamiliar people.  They tell him that he is now a brain in a vat, and they give him an elaborate and seemingly coherent story concerning how he has been turned into a brain in a vat.  (Part of the story contains the stipulation that, although he is a brain in a vat, he is being electrochemically stimulated to have veridical experiences as of the speech, behaviour, and appearance of the people who are addressing him.)  Furthermore, he has a scroll at the bottom of his visual field telling him that he is a brain in a vat.  Now, it seems to me that, in these circumstances, George has powerful reasons to suspect that BIV is true, and he has no reason whatsoever to believe -BIV.  But suppose that George’s reasons to suspect that BIV is true are defeated, because George could sense some evidence – or at least what he, given his extensive training in psychiatry, can reasonably take to be evidence – of a certain kind of psychosis in his own experience, specifically, evidence of a psychosis that makes people suspect that they are BIVs.  George is not sure whether to explain the strangeness in his experience by appeal to his actually being psychotic, or whether to explain it by appeal to his being a BIV being electrochemically stimulated to have just this stream of experience.  In this case, it seems to me, all of George’s reasons to suspect that BIV is true are defeated, because they all come from his experience, which he has reason to think might be psychotic.  Nonetheless, in the circumstances described, I’m inclined to say, George has no reason to believe that –BIV.
At this point, some philosophers might object that, so long as George has perceptual experiences as of his own body in physical space, then he has at least some reason to deny BIV, i.e., to believe that –BIV.  These philosophers will not accept my putative counterexample to G’.  Rather than argue with them about the success of my putative counterexample, I will ask them to specify a kind of experience that would give us no reason at all to deny BIV.  (For instance, we might suppose that George wakes up one morning and finds that his experience is purely auditory – he has no visual, tactile, or haptic experience at all.)  Once they specify such an experience, I will then attempt to specify it more finely, so as to introduce into such an experience a defeated reason to believe BIV.  (Perhaps George’s auditory experience contains something that sounds like a message, delivered in an authoritative-sounding voice, that he is a BIV.  But the message is of a kind that he recognizes, from his training in psychiatry, to be symptomatic of psychosis.)  If we stipulate that George has that kind of experience – the kind that, by my objector’s lights, gives him no reason at all to deny BIV, but that, by our lights, gives him some defeated reason to believe BIV – then we will have described a counterexample to G’.  

I conclude that Silins has not successfully explained N.  And so the objection to his overall view still stands:  Silins’s view entails that N is true, but Silins offers no explanation of why it is that N is true.  This is a serious problem for Rationalist Liberalism.  How to address it?

7.  How to address the objection to Rationalist Liberalism:  A Defence of Strong Conservatism
To see how we should explain the truth of N, let’s begin by recalling our distinction between four types of Liberalism and four types of Conservatism.  How can this distinction help us to explain N?  
Depending upon precisely how it is formulated, Strong Conservatism could explain N, for the Strong Conservative view holds that one of the conditions by virtue of which e gives you justification to believe h is that something other than e gives you justification for believing the negation of s.  Notice, also, that Strong Conservatism is not ruled out by Silins’s argument for Simple Liberalism.  The Strong Conservative does not rule out that our belief in the truth of the content of a visual experience is based on, and justified by, that visual experience itself.  But the Strong Conservative insists that this justificatory relation – the relation that the visual experience, by itself, bears to one’s belief in the truth of its content – obtains by virtue of one’s having an independent justification for believing the negation of any sceptical hypothesis that is incompatible with the experience’s content, and that entails that one has that particular experience.  To say that the justificatory relation obtains by virtue of one’s having this independent justification is not to say what the Simple Conservative says, namely, that the independent justification is a portion of one of the terms of the justificatory relation.  The Simple Liberal is right to claim that the terms of the justificatory relation are simply the visual experience, on the one hand, and our belief in the truth of its content, on the other hand.  But this claim is compatible with many different claims about the conditions that are required for this justificatory relation to obtain.  And the Strong Conservative is making a particular claim about the conditions necessary for this justificatory relation to obtain.  Specifically, the Strong Conservative is claiming that, for one’s visual experience, all by itself, to stand in this justificatory relation to one’s belief in the truth of the experience’s content, it is necessary that one have an independent justification for believing the negation of various sceptical hypotheses.  
Thus, Strong Conservatism offers us a possible route for explaining N.  The Strong Conservative could explain N as follows:  for one’s visual experience e to justify one in believing the truth of its content h, it is necessary that one have some independent justification for disbelieving any sceptical hypothesis that is incompatible with h but that entails that one has e.
Now it may be objected that this explanation has no merit at all unless we can motivate it independently of our present demand for an explanation.  Is the present explanation of N purely ad hoc?  Is there any reason to accept this explanation, besides the fact that it does explain the necessary general truth that we’ve been looking to explain?  

Yes.  To see that there is such a reason, I’d like to consider once again Silins’s reason for accepting Simple Liberalism.  His reason, recall, was that Simple Liberalism, unlike Simple Conservatism, does not need to make the psychologically unrealistic assumption that our perceptual beliefs are based on, inter alia, our independent justifications for disbelieving sceptical hypotheses, in order to allow those perceptual beliefs are well-founded.  But now consider a possible (though, I think, misplaced) objection to this argument for Simple Liberalism.  Consider my belief that


(P) If the stimulus legislation that recently was recently signed into law in the US includes a 4% cap on 30-year fixed rate mortgages, then banks will not issue mortgages to borrowers with less than excellent credit ratings.  

My belief that P is true is well-founded, and it is well-founded by being based on precisely those considerations that justify it.  But what considerations justify it?  Psychological realism demands that those considerations not be so complicated, or so distant from the present topic, that I cannot base my belief in P on them.  So what simple, germane considerations could my belief that P be both justified by and based upon?  Plausibly, these:  
(C) When the reward for a bank to issue a mortgage loan is capped at 4%, then banks will not be interested in issuing such loans to any borrowers with regard to whom there is any significant risk of default, and banks treat credit histories as providing the best evidence concerning risk of default.  
Quite plausibly, my belief that P is based on consideration C, and since my belief that P is well-founded, C must also be what justifies me in holding my belief that P.  But notice that C justifies my belief that P only under some circumstances, and not others.  Suppose, for instance, that I know that

(D) Included in the provision to cap the 30-year fixed mortgage rate at 4% is a provision requiring all banks to issue mortgage loans equal in value to 150% of their capital assets.  
Well, if I know that additional piece of information D, then of course C does not justify me in believing that P.  So, under some circumstances, C makes me justified in believing that P, but under other circumstances, C does not make me justified in believing that P.  

Again, suppose that, I am so ignorant that I have no reason to deny the preposterous sceptical hypothesis that

(E) Banks are altruistic institutions that are not at all motivated to act so as to maximize the expected rate of return on their investments, but, on account of the bashfulness of their directors, they act so as to create the impression that they are driven by profit motives so that their altruism is not generally detected.

If I don’t have any reason to deny that E is true, then C will not justify me in believing that P.  So, once again, under some circumstances, C makes me justified in believing that P, but under other circumstances, C does not make me justified in believing that P.  And, more specifically, some of these circumstances concern what I know or don’t know, or what reasons for belief I have or don’t have:  let’s refer to all of these as background epistemic conditions.  Of course, this example is representative of a wide class of cases:  in a great many cases, for something to justify me in holding a particular belief, I must satisfy various background epistemic conditions.  The background epistemic conditions are not themselves terms of the justificatory relation; rather, they are conditions of the possibility of the obtaining of that relation.  

Why should we care about the distinction between something’s being a term of the justification relation or its being a condition of the possibility of the obtaining of that relation?  The distinction matters because the well-foundedness of a belief requires that the belief be based on the considerations that justify it, but it does not require that the belief be based on everything that is a condition of the possibility of those considerations justifying that belief.  This requirement on well-foundedness places a substantial psychological constraint on what justifies our beliefs, but it does not place the same constraint on what conditions must obtain for the belief to be thus justified.  The distinction between what justifies us in believing something, on the one hand, and the conditions of the possibility of its justifying us in believing it, on the other hand, is important precisely because well-foundedness is important, and well-foundedness requires that a belief be based on the former, not that it be based on the latter.

What Strong Conservatism says is that the background epistemic conditions for the justificatory relation between one’s visual experience and one’s belief in the truth of the content of that experience include one’s having an independent justification to disbelieve sceptical hypotheses that are incompatible with the truth of that experience’s content, but that imply that one is having the experience.  This Strong Conservative claim is straightforwardly compatible with the Simple Liberal claim that one’s visual experience itself can justify one in believing the truth of that experience’s content, and it is also straightforwardly compatible with Silins’s reason for accepting Simple Liberalism.  Furthermore, it is not ad hoc:  we can recognize that many justificatory relations have background epistemic conditions.  
8.  Conclusion
We followed Silins in accepting Rationalism and Simple Liberalism, and then wanting to explain the necessary general truth N, i.e., that necessarily, whenever e gives you justification to believe h, and you know h to be incompatible with s, then something other than e gives you justification for believing the negation of s.  We rejected Silins’s own explanation of N, but then adopted Strong Conservatism on the grounds that it offers a way to explain N.  Finally, we defended the Strong Conservative explanation of N against the charge of ad hocness by showing that it is normal for justificatory relations to have background epistemic conditions.  
In arguing for Liberalism, Silins takes himself to be disagreeing with Wright’s Conservatism.  But the version of Liberalism that Silins defends is actually consistent with (and even provides the materials to argue for) Wright’s Conservatism.  Because Silins does not distinguish different versions of Conservatism, he thinks of Conservatism as inconsistent with his Liberalism, and so he does not allow that he can deploy a particular version of Conservatism – indeed, Wright’s own version – to explain the truth of N.  Instead, he offers his own F-H argument to explain the truth of N.  As I have argued above, there is simply no salvaging that argument.

An important truth in Liberalism is captured by Simple Liberalism, and an important truth in Conservatism is captured by Strong Conservatism.  This result should be welcome both to Silins and to Wright, since the kind of Liberalism that Silins is concerned to defend is Simple Liberalism, and the kind of Conservatism that Wright is concerned to defend is Strong Conservatism, and these two views are compatible and (as I have just argued) both true.  This is a resolution that both sides to this apparent dispute should be happy to accept.
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� See [Silins 2008:  110 – 2].  Silins’s use of the terms “Liberal” and “Conservative” is intended to be at least somewhat faithful to the coinage of [Pryor 2004:  354], though, as I note below, there are differences in how these authors use these terms.


� The interpretation of Pryor that I’ve offered in this paragraph is at odds with parts of the passage that I’ve just quoted from Pryor’s article.  In the first quoted paragraph of this passage, Pryor distinguishes conservative treatments of a particular hypothesis from liberal ones by appeal to what they say about whether “you need some justification to believe H in order to have a given kind of prima facie justification to believe P”.  In the second paragraph, he draws the distinction by appeal to what they say about whether “having prima facie justification to believe P requires you to have antecedent justification to believe H”.  Now, these two characterizations are distinct, and can conflict with each other in some logically possible circumstances.  Let J be your justification for believing that P, and suppose that a necessary condition of J’s being your justification for believing that P, is that you have some justification for believing that H.  But suppose also that, if you were to lack J, it’s possible for you to have some other justification L for believing that P, and that it is not a necessary condition of L’s being your justification for believing that P that you have some justification for believing that H.  If these suppositions are all true of a particular case, then a theory that treats H Conservatively (on Pryor’s first characterization) would be true, but a theory that treats H Conservatively (on Pryor’s second characterization) would be false:  it’s necessary for your having a particular kind of justification (namely, J) for believing that P, that you have some justification for believing H; but it’s not a necessary condition of your having any justification at all for believing P that you have some justification for believing H.  So the passage quoted from Pryor does not settle how we should understand the distinction between a theory that treats H liberally and one that treats H conservatively.  But the rest of Pryor’s article gives us very good reason for thinking that Pryor intends to distinguish conservative from liberal treatments of a particular hypothesis in the first of the two ways distinguished above.


� See, for instance, Schiffer [2005:  283 – 5] on “mixed” justifications.  On the traditional definitions of “a priori” and “a posteriori”, the former is defined negatively, as a justification that does not contain any sensory or perceptual component, and so Schiffer’s “mixed” justifications will all count as a posteriori on the traditional definitions.


� Could we say that the proof gives us a priori justification for believing the set theoretic conclusion so long as we lack justification for believing that we did make a mistake (even if we don’t have any justification for believing that we did not make a mistake)?  Notice that, if we adopt this view, then, so long as we lack justification for believing that we did make a mistake, doing the proof will give us justification both for believing its set theoretic conclusion, and also for believing that we did that very proof.  If justification is closed under conjunction introduction (or at least if it is so closed in this particular instance, even if not in general), then we will have justification for believing that we did not make a mistake in doing the proof.  


	For more on the distinction between what gives us justification (or, as he would call it, “warrant”) for believing a proposition, and the justifiers that enable it to give us justification (or warrant) for believing that proposition, see Burge [1993:  458 – 63].  It is important for Burge to distinguish between the a priori warrants that testimony can sometimes (on his view) transmit and the a posteriori warrants that must be in place for testimony to transmit these a priori warrants.


� It’s important to notice that JB-Closure does not imply that justification boosting is closed under known entailment:  something could make you more justified in believing that p and yet not make you more justified in believing that q, even if you know that (p only if q).  The kind of justification involved in JB-Closure is not something that comes in degrees.  It is rather a form of entitlement.  To be justified in believing something, in the sense at issue in JB-Closure, is simply to be entitled to believe it.  And entitlement does not come in degrees.  (Notice, though, that entitlement is not at all the same as blamelessness:  it’s possible to blamelessly do or believe something that you’re not entitled to do or believe.)


� The labels “Moorean” and “Rationalist” strike me as very unfortunate, since Moore himself was not a “Moorean” in the present sense, and it’s possible for a radical empiricist to be a consistent “Rationatlist” in the present sense.  But I simply follow Silins in using the labels “Moorean” and “Rationalist” to denote the positions just stated.


� One of the other two reasons has to do with the alleged plausibility of the Liberal thesis itself, and the other has to do with the putative fact that there can be no foundational justification unless Liberalism is true.  Pryor [2000:  536] appeals solely to the first of these two reasons in defending Liberalism.  For reasons that I offer elsewhere [Neta 2004], I believe that this defense of Liberalism has no merit.


� Silins’s argument actually goes as follows:


(1’) If e justifies me in believing that h, then e does not lower my rational degree of confidence in h.


(2’) The hypothesis (henceforth, BIV) that I am a brain in a vat being electrochemically stimulated to have this particular visual experience (henceforth, e) entails that e is occurring.


(3) Prob(e/h) = Prob(e&h)/Prob(h) (definition of conditional probability)


(4) If e is entailed by h, then Prob(e&h) = Prob(h) (follows from axioms of probability)


(5) If e is entailed by h, then Prob(e/h) =1 (from 3, 4)


(6) Prob (BIV/e) = [(Prob (BIV))/Prob (e)] x Prob (e/BIV) (Bayes’s Theorem)


(7) Prob (BIV/e) = [(Prob (BIV))/Prob (e)] (from 2’, 5, 6)


(8) Prob (e) > 0, Prob (BIV) > 0


(9) Prob (BIV/e) > Prob (BIV) (from 7, 8)


(10) e raises my rational degree of confidence in BIV. (from 9)


(11) If e raises my rational degree of confidence in BIV, then it lowers my rational degree of confidence in –BIV.  (Requirement of probabilistic coherence)


(12) e lowers my rational degree of confidence in –BIV (from 10, 11)


(13) e does not justify me in believing –BIV (from 1’, 12)





This argument, as rendered here, is defective, because premise (1’) is false.  Consider Alice, who takes a pill X to cure her headache.  She knows that the pill has a 90% chance of curing her headache within 30 minutes, so she is rational to have degree of confidence .9 in the proposition that her headache will be cured in 30 minutes.  But immediately after taking X, Alice decides that, rather than suffering the typical side effects of X, she’ll take another pill Y that is certain to cancel all the effects of X but has an 85% chance of curing her headache within 30 minutes.  Now, Alice is rational to have degree of confidence .85 in the proposition that her headache will be cured in 30 minutes.  So her taking pill Y lowers her rational degree of confidence that her headache will be cured within 30 minutes, but nonetheless it also justifies Alice in believing that her headache will be cured within 30 minutes.  Here, the same bit of evidence both justifies Alice’s belief and simultaneously lowers her rational degree of confidence in the proposition believed.  Premise (1) is therefore false.  See Achinstein [2001:  69 – 94] for further discussion of such examples.


This problem with Silins’s argument above is, however, easily fixed.  The counterexample that we just gave to (1’) involves a case in which what justifies one in believing a proposition also defeats a previous justification that one had for believing the same proposition.  But this distinguishes this counterexample from the case in which the Moorean is interested:  the Moorean is interested in a case of normal visual experience, and its justificatory relation to the negation of various skeptical hypotheses.  And it cannot plausibly be claimed that normal visual experiences defeat justifications that we already had for believing the negation of various skeptical hypotheses.  So this problem with the argument above can be easily fixed by rewriting premises (1’) and (2’), and then giving the argument in the text.


� Someone might protest that it is not rational to assign non-zero credence to the BIV hypothesis.  But this protest strikes me as obviously wrong.  Even if we accept a McDowellian or Williamsonian conception of evidence, according to which some of our evidence is strictly inconsistent with the BIV hypothesis, we still should not accept the claim that one should be willing to bet one’s life against a penny on the truth of many of the propositions in one’s own evidence set, nor should we accept the claim that one should be willing to bet one’s life against a penny on the falsehood of the BIV hypothesis.  Since the probabilities in the proof must be understood as rational degrees of credence (in order to justify the transition from step 9 to step 10), these considerations are relevant to determining Prob(BIV).  


	Someone might also protest that, given the infinite variety in our possible experience, it is rationally required to assign a prior probability of 0 to each possible experience.  It seems to me that the most plausible response to this protest is to say that the experiences upon which we conditionalize are individuated crudely, so that their variety, for the purposes of assigning prior probabilities, is not infinite.  


� Thanks to David Christensen, Emily Given, Michael Huemer, Matt Kotzen, Farid Masour, Jim Pryor, Nico Silins, Crispin Wright, and two anonymous referees for Australasian Journal of Philosophy for helpful questions and comments.





