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John Gibbons (2006) has argued against epistemic internalism on the basis of thought experiments. I argue that Gibbons’s thought experiments fail to support his argument.
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1. Gibbons’s Argument

Let ‘internalism’ be the thesis that justification supervenes on internal properties of the believer.
 Since internalism is a supervenience thesis, Gibbons can show that it is false by providing two cases where an individual has identical internal properties, but different justificational properties (i.e., in one case the individual has a justified belief that p, and in the other he does not). Gibbons attempts to provide two such cases, the first of which I will call ‘Case 1’:

The other morning, I went downstairs to make a mushroom, jalapeno, and cream cheese omelette. I had checked the night before to make sure we had all of the ingredients. Since Sunny rarely eats breakfast, it was reasonable for me to believe that the ingredients were still there. I went to the refrigerator and pulled out the eggs and mushrooms. While chopping, I firmly believed that I would soon have a mushroom, jalapeno, and cream cheese omelette. Unfortunately, in plain sight on the door of the refrigerator, there was a note. ‘We’re out of cream cheese.’ I didn’t notice the note, but I should have. After all, this is where we leave notes of this sort in our house. I thought I was having cream cheese for breakfast, but I should have known better. If I should have known that not-p, then I’m not justified in believing that p. (p. 22)
Gibbons concludes that, in Case 1, his belief that I will eat cream cheese for breakfast is not justified.
 Case 2 is identical to Case 1, where the internal states are exactly the same, but there is no note on the door and there is cream cheese in the refrigerator. Gibbons’s intuition is that his belief in Case 2 is justified. He concludes that internalism is false.

2. Critique of Gibbons’s Argument

Before explaining why I think that Gibbons’s argument fails, I will first elaborate on the meaning of ‘should have known’, which appears in one of the premises of his argument. The premise states that if S should have known that ~p, then S is not justified in believing that p.
 Gibbons understands this ‘should’ in an epistemic way, and this is evident when he talks about his accepting the ‘epistemic “ought”’ (p. 21).
 Now generally, it is not obvious exactly how we should understand the ‘epistemic ought’, and Gibbons does not elaborate. Perhaps we epistemically ought to believe that p only if believing that p is required by our epistemic duties (Chisholm 1977), or we epistemically ought to believe that p only if believing that p is required by properly functioning, successfully truth-aimed cognitive faculties (Plantinga 1993) (Bergmann 2006), or perhaps we epistemically ought to believe that p only if p is supported by our evidence (Feldman 2000).
 Whatever the correct account of the ‘epistemic ought’, I will assume with Gibbons that our pre-analytic grasp is sufficient for the present discussion.

The problem with Gibbons’s argument is as follows. There are at most three factors in Case 1 that are plausible candidates for motivating the intuition that Gibbons should have known. If we take any of these factors (or combination of factors) as motivating the intuition, then we are left with one of the following results:

(a) The internal states in the two cases are not identical.
(b) The factor (or combination of factors) does not, upon examination, provide any support for the view that Gibbons should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast in Case 1.
And if either (a) or (b) is true, then Gibbons’s argument fails.

2.1 Factor 1: Gibbons’s Awareness of the Note
I will use the word ‘aware’ in such a way that one can be aware of something without noticing it. I may be aware of Waldo in a page of my Where’s Waldo? book because he appears in my visual field, but still not have noticed him.
 Now in Case 1, suppose Gibbons is aware of the note.
 This is a natural understanding of the case because it is hard to see how Gibbons could be unaware of the note after walking up to the refrigerator door, opening it, and taking out ingredients. Furthermore, I believe that this awareness is a factor in Case 1 that motivates some people to think that he should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast.
 But Gibbons cannot understand the case this way. Since Gibbons is not aware of the note in Case 2 (because there is no note in Case 2), it would follow that he is not internally identical in the two cases. So on this understanding of Case 1, (a) is true.

2.2 Factor 2: Gibbons Should Have Known Because of Relevant, Available Evidence
The second factor that might motivate the intuition that Gibbons should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast is the existence of relevant, available evidence.  Gibbons describes it in this way:

In [Case 1], there is some evidence available to you. Maybe we should call it ‘potential evidence’. In any case, there’s a set of facts such that if you were aware of them, you would no longer believe that p. But it’s not enough that there are such facts. They have to be, in some intuitive sense, available to you. When the facts are both relevant and available, we can say that you are epistemically responsible for them. (pp. 22–23)

Gibbons then says in the same paragraph that to be epistemically responsible for some proposition p is for it to be the case that ‘whether you are aware of the fact or not, you ought to know that p’. From these two quotations, it seems that Gibbons is endorsing the following epistemic responsibility principle:

(ER) If S believes that p, and there is evidence q that is both relevant and available and is such that (if S were to become aware of q, S would no longer believe that p), then S ought to know that q.

And given ER, Gibbons should have known that a note is on the refrigerator door that states that there is no cream cheese. And since he should have known that fact, it follows that he should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast.

But ER is false; here is a counterexample. Consider the famous interview where Bertrand Russell was asked what he would say if God asked him at the pearly gates why he was not a believer. Russell’s reply was, ‘There wasn’t enough evidence!’ I will now add to the story. Suppose Russell believed that God did not exist, and that God told Russell the following: ‘Well Bertrand, there was relevant, available evidence for my existence at various points in your life. For example, did you know that during one evening on June 16, 1956 when you were alone in your room reading your book, I had an angel silently hold up a sign with the message “God does indeed exist!” right behind your head for five minutes? If you had turned your head and checked, you would’ve had strong, relevant evidence for my existence; indeed, you’d have come to know that I exist! Hence, you should’ve known that I exist and so your belief in my nonexistence was unjustified.’ But this is absurd! There is no intuition at all that the mere existence of available, relevant evidence could make it so that Russell ought to have known of it.  Now recall the first factor. Suppose Russell had caught a glimpse of the angel in such a way that he was aware of the angel (in the weak sense of ‘aware’ I stipulated above). Then, I have some inclination to think that Russell should have known. Take away that factor, and the inclination disappears. So ER is false.

Now let us return to Case 1. Suppose that Gibbons was never aware of the note. Suppose he opened the refrigerator door (perhaps, while rubbing his eyes after waking early in the morning), pulled out the relevant ingredients, and proceeded to chop away without ever being aware of the note. It is not intuitive that he should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast. This case is in all relevant ways like the Russell case, and in neither case is it intuitive that either Gibbons or Russell should have known. So upon investigation, the existence of relevant, available evidence does not provide any support for the view that Gibbons should have known, and so (b) is true.
2.3 Factor 3: Gibbons Should Have Known Because of a Background Belief
What else could motivate the intuition that Gibbons should have known? Perhaps he should have known because he should have checked the door for the note. But why think that he should have checked? Perhaps Gibbons’s background belief should have prompted him to check the door. In his initial presentation of Case 1 he writes, ‘I didn’t notice the note, but I should have. After all, this is where we leave notes of this sort in our house’ (p. 22). Perhaps his background belief that the refrigerator door is where we leave notes of the sort that inform whether or not cream cheese is available should have prompted him to check the door.
 To put it another way, he has a background belief that there is relevant, available, potentially confirming or disconfirming evidence. So he should have known because he should have checked, and he should have checked because of his background belief about potential evidence. I take this background belief to be the third factor that might be motivating the intuition that Gibbons should have known. Furthermore, we could combine this third factor with the second factor. Perhaps Gibbons’s background belief and the fact that there is relevant, available evidence are what together motivate the intuition that Gibbons should have known. I will first deal with the third factor alone; then I will show that adding the second factor to the third factor makes no difference to whether Gibbons should have checked.

It seems to me that the third factor does not provide support for the view that Gibbons should have checked because Gibbons has a high degree of evidence for his belief that I will eat cream cheese for breakfast. To assess this point, it will be helpful to first consider more generally how one’s epistemic obligation to check what one believes to be a relevant and available source of possibly confirming or disconfirming evidence is dependent on one’s degree of evidence. Suppose that, in ordinary circumstances, I look at a red ball and form the belief that there is a red ball. I also have the background belief that my friend standing next to me is a relevant and available source of possibly confirming or disconfirming evidence for my belief. It seems that I have no epistemic obligation to check with him whether the ball is red. More generally, it seems that when we have a sufficiently high degree of evidence for our belief, we do not have an epistemic obligation to check what we believe to be a relevant and available source of possibly confirming or disconfirming evidence.


Returning to Case 1, Gibbons’s high degree of evidence is like my high degree of evidence that there is a red ball. For he also writes that in Case 1, ‘I had checked the night before to make sure we had all of the ingredients. Since Sunny rarely eats breakfast, it was reasonable for me to believe that the ingredients were still there.’ Let ‘E’ denote Gibbons’s evidence for his belief that I will eat cream cheese for breakfast, which includes the following beliefs: that I saw all the ingredients in the refrigerator last night, that it’s very unlikely that Sunny would have eaten the cream cheese between yesterday night and this morning, and that I intend to make a cream cheese omelets for breakfast. E constitutes a substantial degree of evidence for his belief. I am skeptical that someone with such a strong degree of evidence would have an epistemic obligation to check the door. So on this understanding of Case 1, it is not the case that Gibbons should check the door. So it is not the case that he should have known. So (b) is true.

Will the situation change if we add the second factor? It seems not. Let us revise the red ball case. Suppose that instead of a red ball, there is a white ball with red lights shining on it, and the source of these lights is concealed from view. Furthermore, my friend knows about this unlikely set up. I walk into the room and form the belief that the ball is red. Like in the previous red ball case, I have the background belief that my friend is a relevant and available source of possibly confirming or disconfirming evidence. The third factor is in place. Furthermore, he is an available source of disconfirming evidence. The second factor is in place. If I were to ask him, he would inform me of the set up and tell me that the ball is not red. But it seems that I have no epistemic obligation to check with him regarding whether the ball is red.
Gibbons’s Case 1 is analogous to this revised red ball case in all of the relevant ways. When Gibbons proceeds to chop, he believes that he will eat cream cheese. He has the background belief that the refrigerator door is a relevant and available source of possibly confirming or disconfirming evidence. The third factor is in place. Furthermore, the refrigerator door is an available source of disconfirming evidence. The second factor is in place. If he were to check, he would learn that there is no cream cheese. But, like the revised red ball case, it is intuitive that he has no epistemic obligation to check. So upon investigation, the existence of relevant, available evidence does not provide any support for the view that Gibbons should have known, and so (b) is true.

3. Conclusion

I examined three factors in Case 1 that were plausible candidates for motivating the intuition that Gibbons should have known. If we take any of these factors (or combination of factors) to be what is motivating the intuition that Gibbons should have known, it follows that either (a) or (b) is true.
 Since there is no other plausible factor that motivates the intuition that Gibbons should have known, I conclude that his argument fails.
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� Unless otherwise specified, all page references are to Gibbons 2006.


� While Gibbons focuses on ‘access internalism’, the view that ‘justification supervenes on introspectively accessible properties of the believer,’ he thinks that his arguments ‘work against the view that justification supervenes on the internal on any natural understanding of “internal”’ (p. 20). Thus I will take him as arguing against the latter, more inclusive view.


� Gibbons anticipates that some will not share his intuition that he should have known.  He writes in response:


I will show you how to construct a range of stories, and you can use the one that suits your intuitions. We begin with standard-sized notepaper stuck to the door of a refrigerator.  Now gradually increase the size of the note. Make the letters larger, brighter, and more colourful until you get to a billboard-sized note with the letters written out in bright lights. Somewhere along the line, probably well before you get to the billboard, you will get to the point where you think that whether I noticed or not, I should have. If I failed to notice something I should have noticed, then you are inclined toward some negative epistemic evaluation. I should have known better (pp. 23–24).


In these cases, Gibbons thinks, it is hard not to accept the intuition that he should have known that I will not eat cream cheese for breakfast.  


� Gibbons deduces this from two other principles: ‘you shouldn’t believe something you ought to know is false’ and ‘If you shouldn’t believe that p, then you are not justified in believing it if you do.’ (p. 24)


� Note further that this epistemic ought is one of epistemic obligation and not mere epistemic permissibility.  If it were one of mere permissibility, then the claim that if Gibbons should have known that ~p, then he is unjustified in believing that p becomes implausible.  For textual evidence that Gibbons understands the epistemic ought this way, see the bottom of p. 24.


� We could also add the position by John Pollock (1986), p. 168, that one should only believe in conformance with one’s epistemic norms. It is a complicated matter what constitutes one’s epistemic norms on Pollock’s view; see the discussion in the Pollock reference for more.


� While this is not a standard way of using ‘aware’, it is standard in the epistemology of perception. See BonJour and Sosa 2003, chapter 7, on the different types of awareness one can have.


� Some may think it is obvious that Gibbons does not intend this option. But Gibbons’s appeal to the range of cases (see note 3 of this paper) seems to imply that he is aware of the note. Why else would the largeness or brightness of the sign matter in these cases? And Gibbons does say, ambiguously, that ‘in plain sight on the door of the refrigerator, there was a note’ (p. 22).


� The above theories of the ‘epistemic ought’ might predict that he should have known in the following ways: if Gibbons were following his epistemic duties, he would have come to know; the proper function of his truth-aimed cognitive faculties required that he respond to the awareness by checking and coming to know; the awareness counted as evidence according to which he should have believed and, hence, known.


� One might object that we can simply revise Gibbons’s cases. Suppose that Gibbons is aware of the note in Case 1, and he is aware of it in such a way that it is intuitive that he should have known. Then his belief is unjustified. Furthermore, ‘We can easily tweak the example to get the required counterexample. In Case 2 there is a note in exactly the same place as in Case 1, but this note says that they are out of milk. If Gibbons can make the case, which seems likely, that when one does not notice a note in plain view, one does not read it and thus one's awareness of it is not sufficiently fine-grained to distinguish between a note about cream cheese and one about milk, then he is internally identical in Case 1 and Case 2.’ It is plausible that Gibbons’ belief in Case 2 is justified. So internalism is false.


To properly assess these revised cases, we must first investigate what sorts of awarenesses are such that one epistemically ought to form certain beliefs in response to them. Examples: I am appeared to greenly; I epistemically ought to form the belief that an object is green; furthermore, I ought to know that it is green.  I am driving and become aware of a stop sign; I epistemically ought to form the belief that the sign says ‘STOP’; furthermore I ought to know it says so. Any literate English speaker who did not form these beliefs would be epistemically flawed in some important way. Now consider a sign with an unclear message because it was too far away or only appeared for a millisecond or was blurred or in the corner of my eye. In these cases, it is not intuitive that I epistemically ought to form beliefs about what the sign says.  Now return to the revised cases. Either Case 1 is described so that Gibbons's awareness of the note makes it so that he epistemically ought to know that there is no cream cheese or it is not so described. If it is so described (like in the stop sign case), then it is not plausible that he is internally identical to himself in Case 2 where the note has a different message. If it is not so described, then it is not intuitive that Gibbons epistemically ought to know that there is no cream cheese (like in my examples with the unclear messages).  I thank an anonymous referee for this objection; the above quotation is from him or her.


� Gibbons does not precisely explain the notions of ‘relevant’ and ‘available’ and he leaves them at an intuitive level. I am fine with leaving these notions at an intuitive level because in whatever sense the evidence in Gibbons's thought experiment is 'relevant' and 'available', so will the evidence in my counterexample (in the following paragraph) be 'relevant' and 'available'. That will be enough to show that ER is false.


� The fact that Gibbons endorses ER and states it while explaining and defending his thought experiments is good evidence that he thinks that this is the major factor that motivates the intuition that he should have known.


� I believe that this case is also a counterexample to Gibbons’s principle (AE): ‘Justification supervenes on what you are in a position to know’ (p. 36). Although Russell is in a position to know that there is an angel floating behind him, the justificatory status of Russell’s belief that there is no God is not dependent on whether there is actually a silent angel floating behind him.


� A similar reason to the one just given is that Gibbons had some social obligation to check the door. Given the social conventions in his house (and, perhaps, the background belief just mentioned in the main text), Gibbons had some sort of social obligation to check the door, and this is what makes it so that he epistemically should have known. Now it is a little odd that a social obligation could generate an epistemic obligation, but there have been arguments to this effect (Harman 1968) (Meeker 2004). I will simply note that the considerations I discuss in my responses to Factors 2 and 3 seem to easily apply to such a view.


� Consider the following possible counterexample to this point, which is adapted from a counterexample made by an anonymous referee of this journal. I work at a factory in which I have to check if the objects are red. My ordinary sight provides me with a high degree of evidence for whether objects are red, but the factory policy is that we must also use a machine which confirms whether the object is red. In these cases, I have a high degree of evidence for my beliefs, but I still have an “epistemic obligation” to use the machine. In response, I’d say that while I do have an epistemic obligation, in some sense, to use the machine, it is not the relevant sort of epistemic obligation in the current context. Gibbons wants a sense of epistemic obligation which is such that if we fail to meet the obligation, we are no longer justified in our belief. This is not so in this factory case. (I thank the referee both for this case and for advice on how to respond.)


� Objection: Someone might think that we could revise the case so that Gibbons’s evidence was not so strong. Then it would be intuitive that Gibbons has an epistemic obligation to check. Response: if we make Gibbons’s evidence weaker, then we will have to make Gibbons’s evidence weaker in Case 2 as well. This is because they must be internally identical. But if Gibbons’s evidence is weaker in Case 2, then it’s no longer intuitive that his belief is justified in Case 2. Then those cases do not constitute a clear counterexample to internalism.


� To be explicit, notice that the first factor, even if it is combined with any of the other factors, will still imply (a).  And I already dealt in the main text with the possibility of combining the second and third factors.  This takes care of all of the possible combinations of the three factors.


� I would like to thank Kenny Boyce, E.J. Coffman, Clayton LittleJohn, Peter Markie, Justin McBrayer, Matthew McGrath, and Philip Swenson for their comments on earlier drafts of this paper.  Special thanks are due to Kevin McCain and Ted Poston, who provided help on all stages of this paper’s development.  Lastly, I would like to thank the anonymous referees and the editor of Mind for their helpful comments.
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