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Foundationalism vs. coherentism in epistemology

The debate between foundationalists and coherentists, which has been at the centre of modern epistemology throughout much of its history, has received fresh attention in the last years. For important recent developments in different areas of epistemology shed new light on the foundationalism/coherentism debate and have already led to a partial reassessment of the controversy. The seminar examines these highly promising tendencies against the background of the classical positions in the debate. 

Epistemology deals with the nature and possibility of knowledge. A central problem in epistemology consists in the skeptical challenge which in a generalized manner casts doubt on our justifications for knowledge claims, thereby threatening the very possibility of knowledge.  In order to defend the possibility of justification, and hence of knowledge, against that challenge, there are, it would seem, two possibilities. First, we could try to respond to the skeptic by identifying a set of beliefs with some special epistemic property (like self-evidence, or infallibility), such that all other beliefs can be said to rest on that ultimate foundation of justification. This position is called (epistemological) foundationalism. Second, we could adopt a coherentist view on which there are no ultimately privileged beliefs, but justification is still possible because it is provided by coherence within a set of beliefs. The question which option we should pursue in order to account for epistemic justification has been one of the central issues in modern epistemology. 

The seminar approaches this crucial debate by mainly focusing on classical contributions within the analytic tradition of 20th century philosophy. Epistemological foundationalism has been, indeed, among the founding tenets of analytic philosophy when, early in the 20th century, Russell and other philosophers attempted a reconstruction of our belief systems according to which immediate awareness of a sensual given (sense-data) provide an infallible foundation of all knowledge. Views along this line have been popular for decades until, in the 1950s, authors like Quine and Sellars have argued that sense data theories and other forms of foundationalism are committed to fundamentally mistaken assumptions about the nature of belief and justification – assumptions that Sellars famously has addressed under the heading of the “Myth of the Given”. While Quine, Sellars, Davidson and others have attempted to work out coherentist accounts of justification which would be free from such obvious errors as making justification a matter of vicious circularity or severing the connection between our beliefs and the world they represent, other authors, such as Chisholm, have tried to develop weaker versions of foundationalism that were immune against the charges brought forward against the earlier version. Against the background of these classical positions, the seminar 

finally examines the way the debate has changed due to recent developments such as  “externalist” considerations in favour of foundationalism (Goldman, Alston), “virtue-epistemological” alternatives to foundationalism (Sosa), or the much-discussed “dogmatist” foundationalism recently proposed by Pryor.
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