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1 What *are* Reliabilism and the Generality Problem?

Reliabilism: a belief is epistemically justified if and only if it was produced
by a reliable belief-forming process.

Reliable Belief-Forming Process: A belief-forming process is reliable if
and only if it issues in true beliefs most of the times it is used – or it would
issue in true beliefs most of the time if it were used under appropriate cir-
cumstances.

Observation: Any token process will be an instance of indefinitely many
types of processes. The question is: “Which of these types must be reliable
for my belief to be justified, according to reliabilism?”

Generality Problem for Reliabilism: For any case of belief-formation,
there is a question of which type of process (of the indefinitely many) must
be reliable in order for my belief to be justified.1

2 Token v. Type

“There are 26 letter types in the English alphabet and yet there are
more than 26 letter occurrences in this sentence type. Moreover, ev-

1Jim Pryor has a helpful definition: He says, the Generality Problem is “the problem
of specifying exactly which process it is whose reliability determines how justified
your belief is. Any given belief you form was produced by a whole range of processes,
of varying degrees of specificity. For instance, if you look out the window and form the
belief that it’s raining, all of the following are processes responsible for the formation of
that belief: (i) the process of forming beliefs on the basis of perception, (ii) the process of
forming beliefs on the basis of vision, (iii) the process of forming beliefs about the weather
on the basis of looking out a window (iv) the process of forming a belief that it’s raining
on the basis of seeing droplets splashing on the pavement, etc. These processes differ in
how reliable they are. Which of them should we look at when we’re assessing my belief
that it’s raining?” See: http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/courses/epist/notes/
anti-reliabilism.html.

ery time a child writes the alphabet 26 new letter tokens have been
created.”2

“Jim and Leslie drive the same car.” Ambiguity: Same type of car, or same
token car?

Type: abstract, descriptive concepts (e.g. Platonic form)

Token: instantiations of those concepts

Token Reliabilism: a belief is epistemically justified if and only if it was
produced by a reliable token process.

Type Reliabilism: a belief is epistemically justified if and only if it was
produced by a reliable type process.

3 Token Reliabilism and the Generality Problem?

Question: Can token reliabilism solve the generality problem?

Comesaña’s answer: No, but not what you might think!

But first, why might you think that it could? The answer: “Given that there
is only one such token process, [you might think] no generality problem
arises.”

Most people think that token reliabilism is a non-starter. Recall the defini-
tion of a reliable belief-forming process. A belief-process is reliable if most
of the time it yields the right answer. But if there’s only one token process,
what sense of ‘most’ could we possibly apply?

Comesaña’s response to this worry: But, we can take any token process and
ask: what truth value would my belief have had if the token process that
produced it had operated in different circumstances (e.g., in other possible
worlds)?

He notes that this defense won’t go through if you think processes are
modally fragile, i.e. if you individuate processes by the properties they ac-
tually have. But he thinks this view is implausible!

2C.S. Pierce
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The real problem, he thinks, with token reliabilism is that it won’t solve the
generality problem. He writes:

“[I]in order to determine whether a given token process is reliable,
we have to select a subset of those worlds that contain the token
process and see what the ratio of true to false beliefs is in those
worlds. But this just is the generality problem under a different
guise.”

4 Well-Foundedness Problem

4.1 Propositional vs. Doxastic Justification

Theories of Propositional Justification: central notion is that of a propo-
sition being justified for a subject (whether subject actually believes it)

Theories of Doxastic Justification: central notion is that of an episode of
believing being justified for a subject.

Reliabilism is a theory of doxastic justification; it’s concerned with episodes
of believing (not propositions) produced by processes.

4.2 Internalism v. Externalism

Externalist theories tend to be theories of doxastic justification. Internalist
theories, of propositional justification.

Internalism: Whether one’s belief is justified turns on factors that are in-
ternal states.

• Accessibilism: The relevant internal states are ones directly accessible
to an agent (e.g. products of introspection or a reflective method)

• Mentalism: The relevant internal states are mental states.

Externalism: Denies that justification is solely a matter of states-of-affairs
that are guaranteed to be open to introspective view

4.3 The Well-Foundedness Problem (Finally!)

Arises more clearly for theories of propositional justification. Why?
Because theories of doxastic justification incorporate the idea of well-
foundedness into the notion of justification itself.

Let’s see how the problem arises for Evidentialism, a theory about proposi-
tional justification.

Evidentialism: Doxastic attitude D toward proposition p is epistemically
justified for S at t if and only if having D toward p fits the evidence S has at
t.

Counterexample to Evidentialism: “I believe that there is a computer in front
of me, and my sensory state is that of seeming to perceive a computer in
front of me, but I have the belief because I see something gray in front of
me, and whenever I see something gray in front of me I believe that there is
a computer in front of me. Intuitively, my belief is not justified, although it
does fit my evidence.”

Conee & Feldman’s response: Your belief is (propositionally) justified, but
it’s not well-founded.

Impersonal vs. Personal justification. Similar to: Propositional vs. Doxastic
justification, respectively.

Well-Founded Belief: A belief is well-founded only if it (i) fits the evidence
and (ii) is based on the evidence. (See full analysis on p. 43)

“We have good reasons to believe that any adequate epistemological theory
needs to appeal, either implicitly or explicitly, to the notion of a belief’s
being based on certain evidence,” e.g. to get past the sort of counterexample
given above.
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5 Comesaña’s Solution

Well-Founded Reliabilism: A belief that p by S is epistemically justified if and
only if:

(i) S has evidence E;

(ii) the belief that p by S is based on E; and

(iii) the type producing a belief that p based on evidence E is a reliable type

Ex: Suppose I form the belief that the NFL is considering forcing players to
stand during the national anthem. Is this belief reliably formed? Before we
had this problem: what process do we look at? That of reading (what looks
like) a reputable news source or that of reading the Onion? Now we can
solve the problem. We can ask: what was my belief based on? Was it based
on me reading the Onion or on reading (what looks like) a reputable news
source? Plausibly, it’s based on that of reading the Onion. According to
Well-Founded Reliabilism, my belief is justified iff the process producing a
belief that theNFL is considering forcing players to stand during the national
anthem based on the fact that I’m reading the Onion is a reliable process of
belief formation. Intuitively, it’s not.3

3http://www.theonion.com/americanvoices/nfl-considering-forcing-players-stand-during-anthe-57182?
utm_content=Main&utm_campaign=SF&utm_source=Facebook&utm_medium=
SocialMarketing. This one might be a little too real: your belief
would’ve been justified had it been based on reading a different news
source. See, for instance: http://www.independent.co.uk/sport/
nfl-rule-stand-national-anthem-trump-taking-a-knee-force-players-not-protest-latest-a7993421.
html.
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