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A Puzzle about Perceptual Justification 

!
Abstract.  According to a traditional Cartesian model of  perception, 
perception does not provide one with direct knowledge of  the external 
world.  Instead, when you look out to see a red wall, what you learn first is 
not a fact about the color of  the wall—i.e., that it is red—but instead a fact 
about your own visual experience—i.e., that the wall looks red to you.  
Recent anti-Cartesian theorists have pushed back against this traditional 
model, claiming that the epistemic significance of  having a perceptual 
experience is not exhausted by your knowledge that the perceptual 
experience has occurred.  After clarifying the motivations and central 
commitments of  anti-Cartesian accounts of  perception, I argue that the 
most plausible such accounts face a trilemma:  Either they must license an 
implausible chauvinism about one’s own experience, or claim that having an 
experience can offer additional justification for a belief  even when one 
knows in advance that one will have that experience, or claim that merely 
reflecting on one’s experiences can defeat the perceptual justification that 
they otherwise provide. !

1. Introduction 

According to a traditional Cartesian model of  perception, perception does not provide one 
with direct knowledge of  the external world.  Instead, when you look out to see a red wall, 
what you learn first is not a fact about the color of  the wall—i.e., that it is red—but instead a 
fact about your own visual experience—i.e., that the wall looks red to you.  If  you are to 
know or to justifiably believe that the wall is red, then you must be in a position to justifiably 
infer from this evidence about your own visual experience to a conclusion about the external 
world.  In this way, the Cartesian sees the epistemic significance of  having a perceptual 
experience as exhausted by your knowledge that the experience has occurred.  For it is your 
knowledge of  your experience that justifies your belief  about the color of  the wall, rather 
than the experience itself. 

Recent anti-Cartesian theorists have pushed back against this traditional model.   These 1

anti-Cartesians don’t merely make the psychological claim that we do not go around 
introspecting our experiences and drawing inferences from the introspected premises.  
Instead, they think that the epistemology of  perception is anti-Cartesian in an even deeper 
sense.  In their view, the epistemic significance of  having a perceptual experience is not 
exhausted by your knowledge that the perceptual experience has occurred.  Having the 
experience does some positive epistemic work of  its own, and can enhance your justification 

 For a classic statement of  this sort of  anti-Cartesian view of  perception, see (Pryor, 2000)—although Pryor’s 1

dogmatism builds in claims about the appropriateness of  a Moorean response to the skeptic that need not be a 
part of  anti-Cartesianism.  For a helpful review of  views that are anti-Cartesian in the sense I have in mind, see 
(Tucker, 2013, Ch. 1).



!2

to hold beliefs about the external world, beyond what can be accounted for by inferences 
from evidence about your experiences.  2

This sketch of  anti-Cartesianism is broad and programmatic.  At this broad and 
programmatic level, anti-Cartesians differ from Cartesians only concerning the explanation 
of  why you are justified in your perceptual beliefs, in those cases where you are justified.  But 
I think that if  anti-Cartesianism is to be of  interest in the way many of  its proponents claim, 
then it must also sometimes disagree with Cartesianism about whether you are justified in your 
perceptual beliefs.  In particular, I think the anti-Cartesian, but not the Cartesian, must allow 
for cases in which having the experience as of  a red wall could justify you in believing that 
the wall is red, even when merely knowing that such an experience has occurred would not 
be sufficient to justify the belief.  For I think that if  anti-Cartesians do not allow for this, 
then it seems that there can be no room for having a perceptual experience to give you 
justification for a perceptual belief, above and beyond whatever justification you could get 
from merely knowing about the experience.  I will explain my thinking here in more detail in 
Section 2 below, and I will also explain in Section 3 why anti-Cartesians with anti-skeptical 
ambitions cannot afford to disagree with me.  After outlining anti-Cartesianism and its 
apparent commitments in greater detail in these sections, I will turn in Section 4 to 
developing what I see as an important problem facing anti-Cartesianism. 

2. Anti-Cartesianism and Proprietary Justification 

To understand anti-Cartesianism’s distinctive commitments, we can consider a pair of  
examples.  The first example will be largely uncontroversial, while the second will bring out 
the distinctive commitments of  anti-Cartesianism.  Here is the first example: 

CARTESIAN THEATER:  You are in a windowless room, which is empty aside 
from a closed-circuit TV.  The TV is hooked up to a camera located 
elsewhere, where it faces a wall of  an unknown color.  Another camera also 
faces the same wall.  This camera is connected to a different closed-circuit 
TV, which sits in a different windowless room, which is occupied by a 
different person, who we will call ‘Other’.  Your evidence concerning the 
reliability of  your own and Other’s TVs are on a par, in the sense that for any 
a posteriori evidence you have concerning your own, you have equivalent 
evidence concerning Other’s.  At the moment, both TVs are turned off.  But 
pretty soon, exactly one of  the TVs will be turned on.  You know all of  this. 

Let’s consider some claims about this example that should be uncontroversial.  The first is 
that there is an asymmetry between the epistemic significance for you of  images on your 
TV screen and of  images on Other’s.  In particular, if  your TV screen is the one that is 
turned on, and if  it displays an image of  a red wall, then this will result in your having some 
reason to believe that the wall is red.  How much justification it gives you will depend on 
your background evidence concerning factors like the reliability of  your TV.  But regardless 
of  how these details of  the example are filled in, the important point is simply that the 
images on your TV screen have the potential to affect your justification to believe that the 
wall is red.  If  instead Other’s TV is turned on, and Other’s TV displays an image of  a red 

 Note that the anti-Cartesians I have in mind agree with the traditional Cartesian view on one point:  you don’t 2

need to actually see a red wall to get the normal perceptual justification for believing the wall is red.  Someone 
who is hallucinating, or who is shown a white wall deceptively illuminated by red light can be just as justified as 
someone who actually sees the red wall is.
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wall, then this will not result in your having any reason to believe that the wall is red.  In 
short, the images on your TV screen can affect your justification for believing the wall is red 
in a way that the images on Other’s TV do not.  And this is true even though your evidence 
concerning the reliability of  Other’s TV is on a par with your evidence concerning your own.  
A second uncontroversial claim concerns the explanation of  this asymmetry.  The 
explanation is simply that you are in a position to know what images are displayed on your 
TV screen—you can see them!—but you are in no position to know what is displayed on 
Other’s TV screen.  Thus the asymmetry in the epistemic significance of  the images is 
explained by an asymmetry in access; the images on your TV screen affect what you are 
justified in believing simply because you are in a position to know what they are. 

Notice an important consequence of  this explanation for a situation in which you are able to 
learn what’s on Other’s TV screen in some way other than by seeing it—for example, where 
Other is able to tell you what he sees on his TV screen.  The consequence is that if  this 
other way of  knowing about Other’s screen could confer knowledge with the same degree 
of  epistemic security that one can get by seeing, then you will have just as much reason to 
believe that there is a red wall as you would have if  you’d seen the TV screen for yourself.  
And moreover, even if  your alternative way of  accessing Other’s TV screen confers less 
secure knowledge than seeing does, you will have less justification to believe there is a red 
wall only to the extent that your knowledge of  the images on his TV screen is less secure. 

Let’s now consider a second example, over which Cartesian and anti-Cartesian views about 
perception conflict. 

VISUAL PERCEPTION:  You and Other are facing a wall of  an unknown color.    
Your evidence concerning the reliability of  your own and Other’s visual 
faculties are on a par, in the sense that for any evidence you have concerning 
your own, you have equivalent evidence concerning Other’s.  You are both 
wearing blindfolds, but pretty soon, exactly one of  the two blindfolds will be 
removed.  You know all of  this. 

It should be uncontroversial that if  you go on to have your blindfold removed, and if  you 
have an experience as of  a red wall (henceforth: a reddish experience), then this can give you 
some reason to believe that the wall is red.  Whether it gives you sufficient reason to justify 
belief  that the wall is red will depend on your background evidence about factors like the 
reliability of  your vision.  But the important point for now is simply that your experiences 
can have a positive epistemic impact on your justification to believe that the wall is red.  If  
instead it is Other’s blindfold that is removed, and if  Other is the one who has the reddish 
experience, then this will not give you any reason to believe that the wall is red.  And this 
remains true even though your evidence concerning Other’s visual reliability is entirely on a 
par with evidence about your own.  It should be uncontroversial that your own experience 
can asymmetrically affect what you are justified in believing in this way.  What Cartesians and 
anti-Cartesians disagree about is the explanation of  this asymmetry. 

The Cartesian about perception seeks to explain this asymmetry in the same way that we 
explain the corresponding asymmetry in CARTESIAN THEATER.  That is, the Cartesian says 
that your perceptual experience asymmetrically affect your justification simply because you 
have a special kind of  access to facts about your experiences.  In CARTESIAN THEATER, you 
know about the images on your TV screen because you can see them, while in VISUAL 
PERCEPTION, you know about your own experiences not by seeing but instead in a special 
introspective way.  But despite this difference, the Cartesian thinks that these cases have in 
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common that the asymmetry in epistemic significance is explained by a difference in access.  
The Cartesian thus thinks that the contribution made to one’s perceptual justification by 
perceptual experience is exhausted by one’s knowledge of  what one’s experiences are. 

Notice an important consequence of  the Cartesian explanation.  Since the Cartesian explains 
the epistemic asymmetry by an asymmetry in access, the Cartesian is committed to granting 
that if  you somehow could have equally secure access to what Other’s visual experiences are, 
you would have the same degree of  justification to believe that the wall is red as you would 
get from your own experiences.  And even if  it is not possible for you to have equally secure 
access to Other’s experiences as you have to yours, it remains true that you get less 
justification from evidence about Other’s experiences only to the extent that your access to 
them is less secure. 

In this way, the Cartesian says that your own perceptual experiences are epistemically akin to 
the images on a TV screen that only you have access to.  As far as the Cartesian story goes, 
you might as well never see anything, or have perceptual experiences at all—so long as you 
manage to get information about the occurrence of  perceptual experiences in some other 
way.  Indeed, seeing things, and having perceptual experiences when you do, plays no 
distinctive role in the explanation of  why your ordinary perceptual beliefs are justified. 

There is something persistently appealing about Cartesianism.  But even so, recent anti-
Cartesians have argued that Cartesianism gives a radically misleading picture of  how 
perceptual justification works.  The anti-Cartesians claim that your merely having a reddish 
experience can give you justification to believe that the wall is red, in a way that is not fully 
accounted for by your special access to your own experiences.  Now the anti-Cartesian does 
not deny that you do have special access to your own experiences.  It is obvious that you do!  
What the anti-Cartesian denies is that this asymmetry in access fully explains why your own 
experiences have an epistemic significance for you that Other’s do not have.  Nor does the 
anti-Cartesian need to deny that your knowledge of  your own reddish experience can give 
you even more justification to believe that the wall is red, in addition to what you get just by 
having the experience—although some anti-Cartesians might wish to deny this.  What the 
anti-Cartesian says is simply that having a reddish experience gives you some justification all 
on its own. 

The Cartesian and anti-Cartesian thus disagree in the first instance about why your perceptual 
beliefs are justified, when they are justified.  But I think that much of  anti-Cartesianism’s 
interest depends on its sometimes disagreeing with Cartesianism about whether your 
perceptual beliefs are justified in particular cases.  In particular, much of  anti-Cartesianism’s 
interest depends on the anti-Cartesian holding that there are cases where having a reddish 
experience can give you stronger reasons for a perceptual belief  than you would get from 
merely knowing that such an experience has occurred.  So the anti-Cartesian must accept 
something like: 

PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION:  In some cases, having a perceptual experience 
can give you stronger justification for a perceptual belief  than you would get 
from mere knowledge that another person has had such an experience. 

Although there is a strong affinity between PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION and anti-
Cartesianism, they are distinct views.  First, it seems possible to accept PROPRIETARY 
JUSTIFICATION without accepting anti-Cartesianism.  We will discuss a view that does so in 
Section 4.3 below.  But more importantly for now, it seems possible to accept anti-
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Cartesianism without accepting PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION.  For one thing, anti-
Cartesianism as I have defined it is compatible with the unusual view that having perceptual 
experiences always gives you weaker justification than you would get from merely knowing 
about another person’s perceptual experiences.  More importantly,  it might be possible for 
an anti-Cartesian to hold that while having a perceptual experience gives you a different kind 
of  justification than you would get from merely knowing that the experience occurred, you 
always get the same overall strength of  justification from both sources.  As I will explain 
below, however, an anti-Cartesian who says that cannot appeal to one of  anti-Cartesianism’s 
central motivations, and faces other challenges besides.  So when I go on in Section 4 to 
outline a problem for PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION, I will take this to be a problem for the 
most appealing forms of  anti-Cartesianism. 

Theorists who are accustomed to thinking about perception in a Cartesian way might find 
PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION hard to swallow.  So before I go on to examine some of  the 
problems that it raises, I want to first say a bit in favor of  an anti-Cartesianism that accepts 
PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION. 

3. Motivations for Anti-Cartesianism 

A central motivation for anti-Cartesianism is that, as I will explain, it allows us to avoid 
implausible skeptical results in a non-arbitrary way.  If  we accept the Cartesian’s analogy 
between VISUAL PERCEPTION and the CARTESIAN THEATER, in contrast, then we arguably 
are stuck with an implausible skepticism.   For concerning Cartesian Theater, it is appealing 3

to accept the principle that when you see the reddish image on your TV screen, you can be 
justified in believing that the wall is red only if  you have independent evidence that the 
images on the TV screen are a reliable guide to the color of  the wall.  Accepting this 
principle will not lead in any obvious way to general skepticism about the events depicted on 
TV.  For in ordinary cases of  TV viewing, we do have substantial evidence from other 
sources that the images on TV are a good guide to reality.  In contrast, accepting a 
corresponding principle about perceptual experiences along with a Cartesian epistemology 
of  perception does appear prima facie to present skeptical problems.  For the Cartesian 
accepts that having a reddish experience can justify you in believing that the wall is red only 
if  knowing that the experience has occurred justifies you in this belief.  And so it will follow 
that this perceptual belief  will be justified only if  you have independent evidence that your 
experiences are a good guide to the color of  the wall.  To be sure, there are some tricky 
issues concerning what it takes for one’s evidence to be independent in the right way.  But at 
least prima facie, it can seem that none of  your evidence for the reliability of  perception could 
be independent in what is plausibly the required way, for it ultimately all derives from 
perception. 

A desire to avoid these skeptical consequences of  Cartesianism has led many theorists to 
embrace anti-Cartesianism, or other views that entail PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION.  Some 
theorists have claimed that having perceptual experiences can all on its own justify you in 
believing that perception is reliable, or at least justify you in rejecting particular skeptical 
scenarios according to which it is unreliable.   Others have claimed that you have default 4

 In addition to Descartes himself, some contemporary philosophers, such as Jonathan Vogel (2005), have 3

argued in effect that skepticism can be avoided even on a Cartesian model of  perception.

 E.g., (Pryor, 2000).4
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justification not grounded in evidence or argument to believe that your perceptual 
experiences are a good guide to reality, although the rationale for alleging such default 
justification seem unlikely to extend to the experiences of  others.   Still others might say that 5

a perceptual experience can justify ordinary perceptual beliefs even without one’s having 
justification to rule out skeptical scenarios according to which one’s experiences are 
unreliable, for reasons that again seem unlikely to extend to evidence of  the experiences of  
others.   What these disparate views have in common is allowing one’s own perceptual 6

experiences to play a justificatory role that we are not inclined to extend to evidence about 
the images on a TV screen. 

Now anti-Cartesianism is not the only way to get these anti-skeptical results.  For there is 
room for an unusual sort of  Cartesian view that I will call experience chauvinism.  An 
experience chauvinist accepts the Cartesian model of  perception, where introspective 
knowledge of  one’s own experiences exhausts the epistemic significance of  perceptual 
experience.  The experience chauvinist merely says that evidence about experience has 
special epistemic characteristics—characteristics that are not shared by evidence about the 
images on a TV screen, fuel gauge readings, tree rings, and other such phenomena.  The 
experience chauvinist grants that in order to be justified in inferring from the evidence that 
there is a reddish image on a TV to the conclusion that the wall is red, you must have 
justification to believe that the images on the TV are a good guide to the color of  the wall.  
The experience chauvinist, however, denies that the normal rules of  evidence apply to 
evidence about experiences.  She says, for example, that you can be justified in inferring that 
the wall is red from the evidence that some agent has had a reddish experience, even when 
you lack background justification that the agent’s experiences are a good guide to the color 
of  the wall.  Indeed, the experience chauvinist can mimic most any anti-skeptical position 
taken by an anti-Cartesian.  Consider, just for example, an anti-Cartesian view saying that 
having an experience as of  hands can give you justification to believe that you are not a 
handless brain in a vat who is being fed perceptual experiences as of  hands by a computer.   7

The experience chauvinist can mimic the anti-skeptical force of  this view by claiming that 
evidence to the effect that an agent has had an experience as of  hands gives you justification 
to believe that that agent is not a handless brain in a vat being fed the experiences by a 
computer.  The experience chauvinist can thus make off  with the hard-earned benefits of  
anti-Cartesianism.  And the because the experience chauvinist rejects PROPRIETARY 
JUSTIFICATION, she can do this while avoiding the problems that I will raise for anti-
Cartesianism later in this paper! 

The problem with experience chauvinism is its apparent arbitrariness.  Why should evidence 
about experiences, of  all things, be so different in what beliefs it justifies from evidence 
about TV screens, fuel gauges, and the like?  The chauvinist owes us an answer, and it is not 
clear what it could be. (In my view, one of  the main reasons why philosophers sometimes 
reject anti-Cartesianism out of  hand is that they confuse it with this objectionably arbitrary 
kind of  chauvinism.) 

 See, e.g., (Wright , 2004).  Note that while Wright’s view arguably lends itself  to PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION, 5

it is nevertheless consistent with Cartesianism.

 Avnur (2012) gives a version of  this sort of  view.  But note again that while Avnur’s view arguably entails 6

PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION, it is consistent with Cartesianism.

 See, e.g., (Pryor, 2000).7
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In contrast, anti-Cartesianism is well-motivated.  Although there might be other ways to 
motivate anti-Cartesianism, I think the most straightforward motivation appeals to the 
observation that we cannot be Cartesians “all the way down.”  By this, I mean that we 
cannot hold that he epistemic significance of  all of  one’s own mental states is exhausted by 
one’s knowledge of  them.  Although it is possible to be a Cartesian about experience, it is 
much harder to be a Cartesian about belief, and it is borderline incoherent to be a Cartesian 
about knowledge itself.  8

First consider Cartesianism about knowledge, which says that the epistemic significance of  
one’s knowledge is exhausted by one’s knowledge of  that knowledge.  Here is an example 
over which Cartesians and anti-Cartesians about knowledge will disagree: 

KNOWLEDGE:  You and Other both know that the picnic will be cancelled if  
it rains.  At the moment, neither of  you knows whether it will rain.  But in 
just a minute, one of  you will learn that it will rain. 

It should be uncontroversial that what you are justified in believing is constrained by what 
you know, and that it is not in the same way constrained by another person’s knowledge.  If  
you learn that it will rain, then you will be rationally required to believe that the picnic will 
be cancelled, in the sense that you could not justifiably withhold belief  that the picnic will be 
cancelled.  In contrast, if  Other learns that it will rain, that alone does not mean that you will 
be rationally required to believe that the picnic will be cancelled. 

The Cartesian about knowledge  makes a distinctive claim about the explanation of  this 9

asymmetry.  According the Cartesian, this asymmetry is explained by a prior asymmetry in 
your knowledge of  your own knowledge:  You know it when you know that it will rain, while 
you might not know it when Other knows that it will rain.   And this Cartesianism about 10

knowledge, I will argue, faces a decisive regress problem. 

To see why, note that if  we grant the Cartesian that you always can know it when you know 
that it will rain, we also must grant that Other can know it when Other knows that it will 
rain.  And so the Cartesian’s explanation of  the first-order asymmetry presupposes a further 
asymmetry at the second-order.  That is, it presupposes that your knowledge of  what you 
know affects what you can justifiably believe in a way that Other’s knowledge of  what Other 
knows does not.  A Cartesian explanation of  this second-order asymmetry will in turn 
presuppose an asymmetry at the third-order, and so on.  So at some point, one’s knowledge 
must be able to asymmetrically affect what one is justified in believing in a way that is not 
fully accounted for in terms of  one’s knowledge of  that knowledge. 

Turn now to Cartesianism about belief, which says that the epistemic significance of  one’s 
holding a belief  is explained by one’s knowledge that one holds the belief.  Cartesianism 

 See (Wedgewood, 2007, Chs. 10 and 11) for arguments in favor of  anti-Cartesianism about intuitions, 8

particularly moral intuitions.

 The view is so-called with apologies to Descartes, who I interpret as an anti-Cartesian about the clear and 9

distinct perceptions that he took to be the source of  all knowledge.  See (Barnett, Ms.) for discussion.

 This Cartesian explanation appeals to the controversial KK principle.  So if  we are persuaded by arguments 10

from Timothy Williamson (2000) and others to reject this principle, then we should reject Cartesianism about 
knowledge as well.  But here I want to press a different and I think more decisive regress problem for 
Cartesianism about knowledge.
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about belief  can avoid the regress problem, because it explains the epistemic significance of  
belief  in terms of  a distinct state of  knowledge.  But it faces other problems.  Consider 
another example: 

BELIEF:  You and Other both know that the picnic will be cancelled if  it 
rains.  Right now, neither of  you holds a belief  about whether it will rain.  
But pretty soon, one of  you will come to believe that it will rain. 

As with the other examples, this example is schematic in that it leaves out important details, 
such as what will lead you or Other to form the belief  that it will rain, and about what 
background evidence you have about yourself  and about Other’s reliability.  But regardless 
of  how these details are filled in, it should be uncontroversial that your holding a belief  has 
an epistemic impact for you that Other’s holding the same belief  does not have.  If  you are 
the one who comes to believe that it will rain, then you will be rationally required to believe 
that the picnic will be cancelled—for you will be unable to justifiably withhold belief  that the 
picnic will be cancelled.  If  instead Other is the one who comes to believe that it will rain, 
then this will not rationally require you to believe that the picnic will be cancelled. 

The Cartesian’s distinctive claim again concerns the explanation of  this asymmetry.  The 
Cartesian about belief  says that the asymmetry can be explained by the fact that you know 
what your own beliefs are, but you do not always know what Other’s beliefs are. 

Although Cartesianism about belief  avoids the regress problem facing Cartesianism about 
knowledge, other problems remain.  The most pressing is that it implies that  if  you do know 
that Other’s believes that it will rain, then this would have the same epistemic impact for you 
that holding the belief  yourself  would.  And this is implausible, even when your evidence 
concerning your own beliefs and Other’s is on a par.  Although I think it does not matter 
how the details of  the example are filled in, the implausibility of  the anti-Cartesian’s 
commitment is most obvious when we consider a “bad” version of  the case, where whoever 
comes to hold the belief  that it will rain will do so unjustifiably, and in which you moreover 
have strong reason to believe that this is so.  In a case like this, it should be uncontroversial 
that knowing that Other believes that it will rain does not rationally require you to believe 
that the picnic will be cancelled.  Yet it seems that if  you believe that it will rain, then you are 
rationally required to believe that the picnic will be cancelled.  For if  you know that the 
picnic will be cancelled if  it rains, then it seems that you cannot justifiably withhold belief  
that the picnic will be cancelled if  you believe that it will rain.  To be sure, it is plausible that 
you cannot be justified in believing that the picnic will be cancelled, either, since you are 
unjustified in holding the belief  that it will rain in the first place. 

In arguing against Cartesianism about belief, I have done so in a way that supports a 
principle very similar to the PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION principle about experience, 
namely: 

PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION*:  In some cases, holding a belief  can impose 
rational requirements that you would not get from mere knowledge that 
another person holds the belief. 

This principle differs from the one about experience in that it speaks to the rational 
requirements imposed by one’s own beliefs rather than the justification they give you for 
other beliefs.  The distinction is important in the case of  belief, because in a “bad” version 
of  the case where the belief  that it will rain is unjustified, this belief  can rationally require 
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you to believe that the picnic will be cancelled even though it does not justify you in doing 
so.  But I think that it is unlikely that the distinction between justifying and rationally 
requiring a belief  will be of  similar importance when it comes to experience.  Since 
experiences cannot be unjustified in the first place, it is difficult to see how an experience 
could rationally require a perceptual belief  without thereby justifying it.  And so an anti-
Cartesianism about experience, if  modeled on this apparently unavoidable form of  anti-
Cartesianism about belief, will plausibly entail PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION. 

The fact that we we cannot be Cartesians all the way down does not mean that we cannot be 
Cartesians about perceptual experiences.  Perhaps the epistemic role of  perceptual 
experience is simply different from that of  belief  and knowledge.  But it does still mean that 
anti-Cartesianism avoids the arbitrariness of  experience chauvinism, at least if  it embraces 
PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION.  Since it is a well-motivated view, and it comes with important 
anti-skeptical advantages, we have prima facie reason to accept anti-Cartesianism. 

4. A Trilemma for Anti-Cartesianism 

My tentative view is that these and other motivations should lead us to accept anti-
Cartesianism.  Unfortunately, I also think that anti-Cartesianism faces serious problems.  The 
problem for anti-Cartesianism that I will consider takes the form of  a trilemma.  To make 
the trilemma clearer, it will help to employ some formal notation.  We can let J(RED) 
represent the strength of  your justification for believing that the wall is red in VISUAL 
PERCEPTION.  We can let J(RED | E) represent the strength of  your justification for this 
belief  if  you go on to learn evidence E.  And we can let J’(RED) represent the strength of  
your justification if  you go on to have a reddish experience.  The anti-Cartesian, who accepts 
PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION, accepts that 

(PJ) J’(RED) > J(RED | Other has a reddish experience). 

This means that the anti-Cartesian must accept one of  the following three claims: 

(H1) J(RED | I have a reddish experience) > J(RED | Other has a reddish experience). 

(H2) J’(RED | I have a reddish experience) > J(RED | I have a reddish experience). 

(H3) J’(RED) > J’(RED | I have a reddish experience). 

If  all three of  these claims are rejected, then it will follow that PJ is false.  For it will follow 
that  

J’(RED) ≤ J’(RED | I have a reddish experience) ≤ J(RED | I have a reddish 
experience) ≤ J(RED | Other has a reddish experience). 

Because this formal notation resembles that standardly used to represent epistemic 
probabilities, it should be emphasized that we are not assuming any potentially controversial 
Bayesian principles about epistemic probabilities and their connection to justification.  We 
are assuming only that it makes sense to speak of  one’s justification for a belief  being 
stronger or weaker in one case than in another, and that such relationships are transitive.  No 
further controversial Bayesian assumptions are necessary to motivate the trilemma.  After 
considering each horn of  the trilemma individually, I will return in section 4.4 to reiterate the 
trilemma in plain English. 
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4.1  First horn:  J(RED | I have a reddish experience) > J(RED | Other has a reddish 
experience) 

The first horn of  the anti-Cartesian’s trilemma involves accepting a seemingly arbitrary kind 
of  chauvinism that is restricted to an agent’s own experiences.  It says that an agent who 
knows that she will have a reddish experience in the future has more justification to believe 
the wall is red than does an agent who knows that someone else will have a reddish 
experience.  Consider a sequel to our VISUAL PERCEPTION case: 

VISUAL PERCEPTION SEQUEL:  All is as before in the VISUAL PERCEPTION 
case.  Then you learn some additional information.  Without being told 
whether you or Other will be the agent to have their blindfold removed, you 
are informed that whoever has their blindfold removed will seem to see a red 
wall.  A few minutes pass, and you are given the further information that you 
will be the one whose blindfold is removed. 

When you learn that the agent whose blindfold is removed will have a reddish experience, 
this might give you some justification to believe that the wall is red.  How much justification 
it gives you can vary, depending on how we fill in further details of  the case.  For although 
we have said that your evidence concerning the reliability of  your own experiences is on a 
par with your evidence concerning Other’s, we have left it open precisely what this evidence 
includes.  But it also seems that no matter how we fill in these additional details, you will not 
get any additional justification to believe that the wall is red once you learn that it is you 
whose blindfold will be removed.  Since your evidence about the reliability of  your own 
experience is on a par with your evidence about Other’s, it seems that learning which of  you 
will go on to have the reddish experience should not affect your justification to believe that 
the wall is red.  To deny this would be tantamount to accepting an arbitrary kind of  
chauvinism about one’s own experiences. 

We considered above a form of  general chauvinism about experience, which says that 
evidence about experience has an epistemic significance that evidence about fuel gauge’s, tree 
rings, and the like do not.  And we said this view is unattractive on account of  its apparent 
arbitrariness.  It seems equally unattractive to accept a form of  chauvinism that is restricted 
to evidence of  one’s own experiences.  This kind of  chauvinism would say that evidence 
about Other’s experience carries no special weight for you—that its epistemic significance 
for you is no different in kind from that about fuel gauge’s and the like.  But this form of  
chauvinism nevertheless holds that evidence about your own experiences enjoys special 
privileges.  Evidence that you will have a reddish experience can justify you in believing that 
the wall is red, even when corresponding evidence about Other’s experiences could not. 

As with a general chauvinism about experience, this sort of  chauvinism about one’s own 
experiences seems objectionably arbitrary.  For it seems objectionably arbitrary to allow 
evidence of  one’s own experiences to have an epistemic significance that evidence about 
another person’s experiences does not. 

To drive home the arbitrariness, it will help to be clearer about what it means for an agent to 
have ‘stronger justification’ to believe a proposition in one situation than in another.  
Consider: 

JUSTIFICATION GIVES CONFIDENCE:  The stronger your justification to 
believe that p, the more confident you justifiably can be that p. 
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The idea behind JUSTIFICATION GIVES CONFIDENCE is simple.  If  learning new evidence 
gives you more justification to believe p than you had before, then you can justifiably be 
more confident that p than before.  In the limiting case, getting more justification to believe 
that p can put you in a position justifiably to believe that p, even when you were in no such 
position before you learned the evidence. 

JUSTIFICATION GIVE CONFIDENCE has the appearance of  a platitude.  And in any case, I 
think the anti-Cartesian is in no position to reject it.  For the anti-skeptical force of  anti-
Cartesianism depends on saying that the proprietary justification you get from experience 
can justify you in perceptual beliefs that could not be justified merely by knowing about 
another person’s experiences.  It is thus central to the anti-Cartesian project that, in getting 
proprietary justification from having perceptual experiences, you can justifiably believe 
things that you could not justifiably believe had you merely learned evidence of  another 
person’s experiences. 

We can now use JUSTIFICATION GIVES CONFIDENCE to drive home the unattractiveness of  
chauvinism about one’s own experiences.  Consider your situation once you know that 
someone will have a reddish experience, but before you learn that it will be you.  If  at this 
stage you withhold belief  concerning the color of  the wall, it would seem perverse for you 
then to grant belief  once you learn that it will be you who has the reddish experience. (It 
would seem similarly perverse for you to believe that the wall is red at first, and then to 
withhold belief  if  you were instead told that it is Other whose blindfold will be removed.)  
But if  getting additional justification to believe that the wall is red allows you to justifiably 
increase your confidence that the wall is red, then it seems that the chauvinist must license 
this increased confidence as justified.  Accepting this seemingly arbitrary kind of  chauvinism 
is the first horn of  the anti-Cartesian’s trilemma. 

4.2  Second horn:  J’(RED | I have a reddish experience) > J(RED | I have a reddish 
experience) 

At the end of  VISUAL PERCEPTION SEQUEL, you know that you will soon have your 
blindfold removed, and that when you do you will seem to see a red wall.  As we have said, it 
is plausible that this gives you some reason to believe that the wall is red.  It furthermore 
seems plausible that knowing this gives you all of  the reason you will get to believe that the 
wall is red, even after you do go on to have this experience.  That is, when you go on to have 
the experience that you knew in advance you would have, you do not get any additional 
justification to believe that the wall is red.  To see why this is plausible, we can again appeal 
to JUSTIFICATION GIVES CONFIDENCE.  If  you get additional justification to believe that the 
wall is red once you have the experience, then by JUSTIFICATION GIVES CONFIDENCE you 
can justifiably be more confident that the wall is red.  In the limiting case, you might be in a 
position to justifiably believe that the wall is red, even though you were in no such position 
before having the experience.  But this is hard to accept.  If  you to withhold belief  that the 
wall is red when you know that it will look red once your blindfold is removed, it would 
again seem perverse for you suddenly to believe that the wall is red once your blindfold is 
removed and you seem to see a red wall.  You knew that this is exactly what would happen!  
More generally, it seems that if  you know in advance that you will have a reddish experience, 
actually having the experience should make you no more confident that the wall is red than 
you were in advance. 

In other words, it seems that your knowledge that you will have this experience screens off the 
epistemic impact of  actually having the experience.  Denying that foreknowledge of  one’s 
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experiences screens off  their epistemic impact in this way is the second horn of  the anti-
Cartesian’s trilemma. 

Now, the anti-Cartesian wants actually having an experience to affect your justification in a 
way that isn’t exhausted by your merely learning that an experience of  that kind will take 
place.  So it might seem that the anti-Cartesian should simply bite the bullet, and accept the 
second horn of  the trilemma.  There is, however, another way for the anti-Cartesian to 
proceed. 

4.3  Third horn:  J’(RED) > J’(RED | I have a reddish experience) 

At the final stage of  VISUAL PERCEPTION SEQUEL, you know that you will seem to see a red 
wall.  And after you go on to have the experience, you will know that the experience has 
occurred.  Call this kind of  higher-order knowledge about one’s own experiences reflective 
awareness.  The third and final horn of  the anti-Cartesian’s trilemma is to accept that 
merely being reflectively aware of  your own experience defeats the distinctive proprietary 
justification that those experiences otherwise would give you for perceptual beliefs.  To be 
clear, the idea is not that reflective awareness defeats any justification you might have for 
believing that the wall is red.  Given the right background evidence, you can infer from the 
fact that Other seems to see a red wall that the wall is red—and you presumably can be in an 
equally good position to make such an inference from knowledge of  one’s own experiences.  
Rather, the idea is that reflective awareness undermines the distinctive sort of  proprietary 
justification that your experiences usually can provide. 

Although I will not argue the point here, I think that this third horn is the one that the anti-
Cartesian should take.  But even though I ultimately think we should accept it, here I want to 
present some important considerations on the other side.  Before telling you about what I 
see as the most powerful of  these considerations, I want to consider first an objection that 
does not impress me as much. 

The objection that does not impress me appeals to an assumption that nothing you can do 
“from the armchair” can change your epistemic position.  According to this assumption, the 
only thing that can change your epistemic position is gathering up new evidence using 
sensory perception.  Things you do from the armchair, like reasoning through the 
consequences of  your existing evidence, or reflecting on your existing mental states, can only 
help you to achieve justified beliefs about things that you already were in a position justifiably 
to believe.  If  you are able to arrive at a justified belief  just by reasoning through your 
existing evidence, then that means that you already were in a position to justifiably have that 
belief, even before you did the reasoning.  And the same goes, according to the objection, 
for another thing you do from the armchair:  reflecting on your existing mental states, like 
your existing experiences.  If  this is right, then merely reflecting on your current experiences 
cannot give you a new defeater for your perceptual beliefs, since it cannot change your 
epistemic position at all. 

I am sympathetic to the objection’s contention that reasoning through the consequences of  
your existing evidence cannot change your epistemic position.  But I think that reflection (or 
introspection) often changes your epistemic position—i.e., that it is a way of  gathering up 
new evidence that you did not already have, even though it is a kind of  evidence-gathering 
that can be done from the armchair.  An example might help to reinforce the point.  
Suppose I ask you “How many states have names beginning with the letter ‘M’?”  If  you 
know the names of  all the states, then it seems that there is an important sense in which the 
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answer to this question is already among the things implicitly built in to your current 
evidence.  So when you reason through this evidence to a justified belief, it is plausible that 
you are merely coming to believe something you already were in a position to justifiably 
believe.  But suppose I instead ask you “How many states remind you of  your 
grandmother?”  You might be able to determine the answer without getting out of  your 
armchair.  But you would have to do so through a process of  internal experimentation and 
observation that plausibly involves acquiring new evidence that you did not possess already.   11

This does not mean that every case of  reflection changes your epistemic position in the 
same way.  But it does speak against a general ban on reflection changing your epistemic 
position. 

Now for the worry that I think is more serious.  Roughly and approximately, the worry is 
that reflective awareness that you are having an experience is not the kind of  thing that could 
defeat the justification for your perceptual beliefs.  Traditionally, philosophers have 
distinguished between two kinds of  defeaters:  opposing defeaters, which directly attack 
the belief  in question, and undermining defeaters, which instead attack the support that 
one’s existing reasons provide for the belief.  And these two kinds of  defeaters are typically 
understood in the following, broadly evidentialist, way.  First, opposing defeaters must take 
the form of  evidence against the truth of  what one believes.  More precisely, for one’s 
awareness of  a fact that d to give one an opposing defeater for one’s belief  that p, the fact 
that d must amount to evidence that p is false.  Second, undermining defeaters much attack 
the support that one’s existing evidence otherwise provides for the truth of  one’s belief.  
More precisely, for one’s awareness that d to give one an undermining defeater for one’s 
belief  that p, d must amount to evidence that one’s existing reasons do not really support 
that p—or something to that general effect.  12

It seems that if  we accept this straightforward evidentialist model of  defeaters, then we 
cannot accept that awareness of  one’s own perceptual experiences defeats one’s perceptual 
beliefs.  It seems clear that awareness of  one’s experiences could not provide an opposing 
defeater for a perceptual belief.  For the fact that you are having an experience as of  a red 
wall is not ordinarily evidence that speaks directly against the wall being red.  To be sure, 
bizarre situations might be imagined where the fact that you are having a reddish experience 
supports that the wall is not red.  But in many cases, including the most typical cases, the fact 
that you are having a reddish experience will if  anything support that the wall is red.   

It furthermore seems that if  we accept the dominant evidentialist model of  defeaters, then 
reflective awareness of  your experiences cannot be an undermining defeater for your 
perceptual beliefs.  For under this model, knowledge that one is having a reddish experience 
can undermine one’s belief  that the wall is red only the fact that one is having the experience 
amounts to evidence that one’s existing reasons to believe that the wall is red do not really 
support that the wall is red.  To be sure, there are difficulties in applying the usual model, 
which is on its home turf  concerning beliefs which are justified by indirect evidence, to 
putatively non-inferentially justified perceptual beliefs.  But roughly and approximately, it 
seems the proponent of  the evidentialist model should require an undermining defeater for a 
perceptual belief  to take the form of  evidence that one’s experiences do not provide a good 
guide to the external world—or something to that general effect.  One example of  such a 

 Thanks to Jim Pryor (2013, fn. 38) for a helpful amendment to this example.11

 See, e.g., (Weatherson, Ms., Sec. 2.1) for a recent discussion of  defeaters along these lines.12
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defeater might be evidence that you have unwittingly taken a hallucinogenic drug.  Another 
example might be that the wall before you is illuminated by red light, so that it would look 
red even if  it was white.  In contrast, the mere fact that you are having a reddish experience 
does not support that your experience is a poor guide to the color of  the wall.  So it is hard 
to see, at least if  we accept the simple evidentialist model of  defeaters, how your knowledge 
of  the experience alone could give you an undermining defeater for your belief  that the wall 
is red. 

Now I think that the anti-Cartesian should resist this simple evidentialist model of  
undermining defeaters.  Once she does so, she will be free to accept that reflective awareness 
defeats perceptual justification, as I think she should.  But the conventional evidentialist 
model is attractive, and anyone who rejects it must offer us a competing model in its place.  
Doing so is the third horn of  the anti-Cartesian’s trilemma. 

4.4  Why the anti-Cartesian faces this trilemma 

I have said that the anti-Cartesian faces a trilemma, for she must accept one of  three 
unattractive claims.  Now that we have reviewed the three claims, we are in a position to state 
in plain English why the anti-Cartesian is unable to reject all three.  If  we reject the third 
horn, then we must say that an unreflective agent who has had a reddish experience has no 
more justification to believe the wall is red than does a reflective agent who has had a 
reddish experience.  If  we reject the second horn, then we will say that such a reflective 
agent, who has a reddish experience and who knows she has had it, has no more justification 
than an agent who knows that she will have a reddish experience but who has not had it yet.  
And if  we reject the first horn, then we will say that such an agent, who knows that she will 
have a reddish experience but who has not had it yet, has no more justification than does an 
agent who knows that someone else will have a reddish experience.  So if  we reject all three 
horns, then it follows that an unreflective agent who has had a reddish experience has no 
more justification to believe that the wall is red than an agent who merely knows that 
someone else has had such an experience does—in direct contradiction of  PROPRIETARY 
JUSTIFICATION.  Since the most appealing and well-motivated forms of  anti-Cartesianism 
accept PROPRIETARY JUSTIFICATION, these forms of  anti-Cartesianism cannot avoid the 
trilemma.  13

 For helpful comments and discussion, I wish to thank Sinan Dogramaci, John Morrison, Jim Pryor, and Karl 13

Schafer.
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