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Abstract

Susan Haack’s theory of foundherentism represents an innovative attempt in
contemporary epistemology to move beyond entrenched dichotomies such
as foundationalism versus coherentism, reasons versus causes, and
externalism versus internalism. By rejecting the reduction of epistemic
justification either to infallible basic beliefs or to mere coherence among
beliefs, Haack proposes an alternative model in which justification emerges
from the interaction and mutual reinforcement of experiential evidence, prior
beliefs, and the overall coherence of a belief system. She argues that, by
drawing on the strengths of both traditional theories while avoiding their
shortcomings, foundherentism offers a dynamic and gradual structure of
epistemic justification that allows for the correction and revision of beliefs.
Nevertheless, the theory has faced several criticisms, including doubts about
its originality and theoretical independence, its inability to adequately
explain the transition from non-conceptual evidence to epistemic
justification, and ambiguities surrounding its claim to truth-indicativeness.
This paper adopts an analytic and critical approach to explicating the main
components of foundherentism and assessing the most significant objections
raised against it.

Keywords: Foundherentism, Epistemic Justification, Truth-Indicativeness,
Ratification, Susan Haack.

Introduction

Susan Haack, aiming to reconstruct epistemology and resolve seemingly
rigid and irreconcilable dualisms—such as foundationalism and coherentism
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—develops a new framework that integrates the strengths of these two
traditional theories while avoiding their respective shortcomings. She does
not regard this intermediate position as a mere synthesis; rather, she presents
it as a distinct and theoretically superior account capable of providing truth-
conducive justification for empirical beliefs.

On the one hand, her framework resembles empiricist foundationalism
insofar as it acknowledges the role of experience in justifying empirical
beliefs. However, unlike foundationalism, it does not posit a privileged class
of basic beliefs distinct from non-basic ones. On the other hand, it shares
with coherentism the idea of mutual support among beliefs, yet it does not
dismiss the justificatory role of sensory and introspective experience.

Haack (2016, p. 159) argues that although foundationalism and coherentism
have both moderated their original positions in response to criticism—
thereby moving closer to one another—neither can achieve the intermediate
position of foundherentism without losing its theoretical identity.
Consequently, proponents of each tradition may be tempted to assimilate
foundherentism into their own framework, but in reality, it belongs to
neither.

From the outset, Haack (1993, p. 74) explicitly distances herself from
externalist theories of justification and promises a detailed critique of them—
especially reliabilism, which reduces justification to the reliability of causal
processes. In her view, justification has two essential dimensions: a causal
dimension, concerning how beliefs are formed, and an evaluative dimension,
concerning the quality and adequacy of the supporting evidence. Purely
naturalistic theories neglect the evaluative dimension, while purely
rationalist approaches ignore the causal one. To explain why a belief is
justified, a theory must connect these two dimensions and clarify how
sensory experience—initially a non-conceptual occurrence—can enter the
space of reasons and contribute to justification. Such a theory must satisfy
two conditions: first, that experience plays a role in justification; and second,
that beliefs can support one another without falling into vicious circularity.
Accordingly, Haack formulates her position as follows:

“A person’s experience plays a role in the justification of his or her empirical
beliefs; but beliefs arising from experience need not constitute a special class
justified solely by experience and independently of other beliefs” (Haack,
1993, p. 15). Thus, while she adopts the foundationalist emphasis on
experience, she rejects the notion of basic beliefs.



Susan Haack and the Double-Aspect Theory of Epistemic Justification/Morteza Fathizadeh /105

In sum, Haack’s theory represents a careful and systematic attempt to
reconstruct epistemic justification and to reduce tensions among major
epistemological dichotomies, including foundationalism versus coherentism,
internalism versus externalism, and reasons versus causes. By emphasizing
both empirical grounding and coherence, she proposes a model in which
justification is gradual, fallible, and revisable, emerging from the dynamic
interplay between experience and the network of beliefs. Nevertheless,
critics argue that key aspects of foundherentism—particularly the transition
from non-conceptual experience to normative justification, and the precise
mechanism linking experiential input to evaluative judgment—remain
insufficiently clarified. Moreover, although Haack’s well-known crossword
puzzle analogy provides an intuitive illustration of justification, it cannot
substitute for a fully articulated conceptual account at the meta-
epistemological level.

As noted, in her account of meta-justification and truth-conduciveness,
Susan Haack introduces three criteria for evaluating empirical justification:
supportiveness, independent security, and comprehensiveness. The central
question at this level is how we can know that these criteria genuinely bring
us closer to the truth, and on what basis the criteria themselves can be
assessed. Broadly speaking, two possible approaches emerge.

The first is an internalist—and potentially circular—approach, according to
which we appeal to the very same criteria in order to justify their validity.
The second is an externalist approach, which holds that it is not necessary
for the epistemic subject to know or demonstrate that their evidence is
reliable. Rather, it is sufficient that the evidence is in fact truth-conducive;
thus, even if the subject is unaware of its reliability, their belief may still be
justified insofar as the evidence actually leads them toward the truth.

Haack does not adopt the first route. Accordingly, Christias (2015, p. 19)
characterizes her position as externalist and argues that such a stance
appears, at least prima facie, to be incompatible with the internalist and
reason-based structure of foundherentism, which requires that the subject be
able to provide reasons for their beliefs. Haack responds to this objection not
by rejecting externalism altogether, but by carefully distinguishing between
different levels of epistemological inquiry.

She maintains that foundherentism, as a theory of the justification of belief,
is fundamentally internalist. For a belief to be justified, the epistemic agent
must possess experiential and propositional evidence that is cognitively
accessible and must be able to assess that belief in terms of experiential
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support, evidential comprehensiveness, and explanatory coherence. At this
level, appeal to the external reliability of belief-forming processes is neither
necessary nor appropriate. For this reason, Haack explicitly rejects
reliabilism as an adequate account of justification.
In sum, Haack argues that Christias’s objection rests on a conflation of two
distinct levels: it mistakenly infers that because justification at the level of
belief must be internalist, the meta-justification of justificatory criteria must
also be entirely internalist. Haack rejects this inference, maintaining that a
minimal appeal to facts about the world and human cognitive capacities at
the meta-justificatory level is not only compatible with the internalism of
foundherentism, but is in fact necessary for the coherence and viability of
any non-skeptical epistemology. Accordingly, Haack’s limited externalism
concerning the truth-conduciveness of justificatory criteria does not
undermine her internalist account of belief justification; rather, it serves a
supplementary, meta-theoretical role in supporting and defending it.
Conclusion
The limitations of foundherentism do not necessarily indicate its failure;
rather, they reflect its non-maximalist and anti-dogmatic orientation. Haack
deliberately avoids rigid and final criteria in order to preserve the possibility
of revision, refinement, and adaptation across diverse epistemic contexts.
Accordingly, the principal value of foundherentism lies not in offering
definitive solutions, but in providing a flexible and productive framework for
analyzing justification, rationality, and their relation to truth—one that
remains open to further development and philosophical elaboration.
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