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Outline and assess foundationalism as a response to the regress issue. 

Foundationalism is the theory of knowledge that suggests that all of our beliefs are based on one foundational belief that cannot be disputed, as it can justify itself through reason or the senses. The theory can then be applied to the regress argument which raises the issue that many beliefs that we have are dependent on another belief that therefore leads to an infinite regress of beliefs. Foundationalism therefore tries to overcome the regress issue by providing a final belief which all other beliefs rely on, to be able to remove the issue of infinite regression. In this essay I will both explain how foundationalism tries to overcome the regress issue as well as assessing how successfully it is able to do so, and if other theories of justification are more successful at dealing with the regress issue. 
Foundationalism is the theory of knowledge that proposes that our knowledge must be based on basic beliefs. These beliefs are then justified through either our reason or our experiences, with experiences being the most common way to justify our basic beliefs, known as classical foundationalism. Classical foundationalism adds that our basic beliefs are concerned with the nature of our sensory experience and thus gives expression to the control of empiricism.[footnoteRef:1] In addition to classical foundationalism there are other forms of foundationalism. Another example is strong foundationalism, which proposes that all of our beliefs derive all justification from foundational beliefs.[footnoteRef:2] This can be clearly illustrated by the analogy of a building, which highlights the proposition put forward by foundationalism that our basic belief holds up all other beliefs and if our basic belief was to be questioned or dismissed, we would then have to do the same for all other beliefs. Likewise, the foundations of a building hold up the rest of the building and if that was to be faulty, the rest of the building would also be faulty.  [1:  J. Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1985). pp.53-65]  [2: R. Audi, Epistemology A Contemporary Introduction to the Theory of Knowledge. (London: Routledge, 1998). pp. 179-208] 

In addition to both classical and strong foundationalism, there can also be foundationalism with or without infallibility. For some philosophers, the absence of infallibility in classical foundationalism fails, but other forms of foundationalism are still practical and can work. As a result, they put forward a second thesis that basic beliefs are never justified, even in part, by appeal to non-basic beliefs, but rather beliefs about our sensory states are always partially justified.[footnoteRef:3] A famous proposer of foundationalism is Rene Descartes, who argues in his first meditation that one must first clear their mind of anything that they have learnt, as much of what we accept is false, especially things that we have been told as a child. From this we are then able to develop our foundational beliefs that we can build all of our other beliefs on[footnoteRef:4] and we are able to have true knowledge.  [3: Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. Pp. 53-65]  [4:  Descartes, Trans. Clarke, D. Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings. (London: Penguin Books, 2003) pp. 18-70
] 

The regress issue raises the question of how we can justify our beliefs. If we were to say that we can justify our beliefs based on other beliefs it then leads to an infinite regress of simply justifying our own beliefs with other beliefs. This can be shown in Agrippa’s Trilemma[footnoteRef:5], where there are only three ways in which a belief can be justified. Firstly, that a belief is always justified by another belief which leads to an infinite regression. Secondly, that a belief if justified by another belief and the last belief is justified by the first belief that we started with, known as circular reference, which again leads to an infinite circular regress; and finally, that a belief is justified by another belief which eventually leads to a foundational belief that requires no justification. It is this final option which foundationalists, such as Descartes[footnoteRef:6] argue that is the most appropriate way to justify our beliefs. For example, Descartes’ foundational belief is the Cognito, “I think, therefore I am”.[footnoteRef:7] It is on this foundational belief that Descartes then develops all his beliefs. The regress argument therefore suggests that the are some beliefs that must be justified non-inferentially[footnoteRef:8] and the regress issue can be overcome if there were beliefs that were justified by something other than beliefs, if a belief could justify itself or if a belief needed no justification. Foundationalism therefore attempts to overcome the regress issue by providing a foundational belief that needs no justification or is self-evident, such as Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am”.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  D. Pritchard, What is This Thing Called Knowledge? 3rd Ed. (Oxon: Routledge, 2014) pp. 31-41]  [6:  Descartes, Trans. Clarke, D. Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings. pp. 18-70]  [7:  Descartes, Trans. Clarke, D. Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings. pp. 18-70]  [8:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65]  [9:  Descartes, Trans. Clarke, D. Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings. pp. 18-70] 

Despite the argument put forward by many foundationalists, it can be argued that foundationalism does not overcome the problems of the regress issue as our basic belief that we build up from could be wrong. This is a major problem for the foundationalist argument as if the independent belief was to fail, this would result in all other beliefs also failing. As a result, it could lead to all of our beliefs being based on a faulty premise, which in turn would lead to all of our subsequent beliefs also being faulty. Therefore, the foundationalist argument is not effective in dealing with the regress argument as if our main belief is wrong, we are then led to create a new belief system. If this belief system was also faulty then we would again have to form yet another belief system, and so it would continue until we were eventually able to create a belief system that had a solid foundational belief. However, if we were unable to develop such a foundational belief, we would still be left in an infinite regress of beliefs as we would be unable to create a foundational belief, which leaves the regress issue unsolved.  
However, Ayer and Chisholm[footnoteRef:10] argue that it is not our basic belief that is mistaken, but rather that we are just mistaken in our description that we use. On this line of argument Ayer argues that the belief of our sensory states is infallible and therefore must be true.[footnoteRef:11] As a result, if there was an issue with a basic belief that relies on our sensory state then it must be the description that is mistaken and not the belief itself. This therefore removes the original issue that all of our belief system fails but rather that we only need to rephrase how we describe our basic belief, and so the remainder of our belief system can still stand and we are not left in an infinite regress of beliefs. Thus, foundationalism does effectively deal with the regress problem.  In line with Ayer, Chisholm distinguishes between verbal errors and substantial errors in belief.[footnoteRef:12] This is to say that although there could be an error in our basic belief this is most likely to be a verbal error, which would not cause the entire argument to fail, whereas if there was to be a substantial error this would lead to the whole belief system failing. However, this is very uncommon for basic beliefs, and thus foundationalism can still deal with the regress issue.  [10:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65]  [11:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65]  [12:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65] 

Another way that foundationalism fails to deal with the regress issue is that foundationalists argue that Agrippa’s trilemma can be overcome by a belief that is not supported by any other beliefs. However, this can still deal with the regress issue as the formal requirements of the regress argument would be satisfied if the belief was justified by something other than beliefs, they could justify themselves, or if it did not need any justification.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, as foundationalists argue that our foundational belief is self-justifying the regress argument can be overcome. However, although the formal requirements of the regress argument are met, the issue that some beliefs or observations are more reliable than others still stands. This remains a problem for foundationalism as it means that some of our beliefs may be based on faulty or inaccurate information we have gathered from our sensory experiences, as foundationalism is not immune from scepticism. For example, we may only be able to see something out of our peripheral vision, but we still rely on it to form a belief. It is in these situations where it would be more appropriate to only form a belief when we have more evidence that can support claims or beliefs that we go on to form. As a result, it could be argued that other theories of knowledge are more successful in dealing with the regress problem, such as coherentism. This can be highlighted by the example of a locker thief given by Elgin, where three people witness a book being stolen, and although individually they are all deemed to be unreliable, because they all give the same account of someone with green hair stealing the book, they are then considered to be reliable.[footnoteRef:14] This can then be applied to other ideas on our knowledge, where when we have more supporting evidence the belief is seen to be more justifiable and we are able to have a better explanation of events. As a result, it could be argued that the coherentist explanation for knowledge is more effective in dealing with the issues concerning knowledge as it is more applicable to how our beliefs are formed in reality, rather than just in theory. Despite this seeming more reflective in how we function day-to-day, like foundationalism, coherentism is open to many criticisms. Most notably that just because something provides us with a coherent picture, it does not make it true knowledge. This can be clearly seen in examples of fiction such as the stories of Harry Potter. There is a clear and coherent storyline throughout, however, we would not argue that the story is true. This is because the most common conditions for knowledge that are given are truth, belief and justification[footnoteRef:15], as given by Plato. Furthermore, unlike foundationalism, coherentism does not meet the formal requirements to overcome the regress issue. This is because coherentism says that our beliefs are justified by other beliefs that all combine together to provide a coherent picture of what is true, however the formal requirements state that Agrippa’s trilemma can not be overcome by a belief justified by another belief[footnoteRef:16]. As a result, it must be argued that foundationalism provides a better response to the regress issue more than coherentism.  [13:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65]  [14:  C. Elgin. ‘Non-Foundationalist Epistemology: Holism, Coherence, and Tenability’, in Steup. M and Sosa. E (Ed.) Contemporary Debates in Epistemology. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1988). Pp-156-167]  [15:  Gettier, E. ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’, Analysis, 23(6), (1963) pp. 121-123.]  [16:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, foundationalism does provide an adequate response to the regress argument as it meets the formal requirements of Agrippa’s trilemma that a belief can be justified by itself[footnoteRef:17], whereas other theories of knowledge, such as coherentism, fails to meet such requirements as it results in beliefs justifying other beliefs in an infinite circular chain. However, although foundationalism is sufficient in responding to the regress argument, it should also be considered that there are many issues with foundationalism that prevent it from providing us with a full explanation for knowledge as the problem remains, even with empiricist versions as given by Ayer, that our foundational belief can be wrong, which leads to our whole belief system failing. If this was to happen, then it must be argued that foundationalism does not sufficiently respond to the regress issue as if we are unable to develop a solid foundational belief we would still be left with an infinite regress chain of beliefs with each belief justifying another belief.  Furthermore, foundationalism is only able to provide a simplistic outline of how we are able to come to our beliefs and so, although foundationalism can overcome the regress argument in theory, it would be much more difficult in practice. Therefore, although foundationalism is not fully successful in responding to the regress argument, of the three possibilities given by Agrippa’s trilemma, foundationalism is the most successful in responding to the problem as it meets the necessary requirements, unlike other theories of knowledge such as coherentism.  [17:  Dancy, Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology. pp.53-65] 
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