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Susan Haack’s foundherentism, presented in Evidence and Inquiry,
attempts to combine the strengths of foundationalism and coherentism in
epistemic justification. By critiquing both traditional approaches, Haack
offers an alternative model in which the justification of beliefs depends
both on experiential evidence and on coherence with the overall belief
system. This study, employing a descriptive-analytical method, examines
the theoretical foundations, strengths, and criticisms of foundherentism.
The findings indicate that this theory offers significant advantages,
including transcending the traditional foundationalism—coherentism
dichotomy, flexibility in accommodating new evidence, and the ability to
explain the process of scientific inquiry. Nevertheless, serious criticisms
have been raised: ambiguity in the role of experience and the risk of
reduction to coherentism, the problem of epistemic circularity and possible
reduction to weak foundationalism, ambiguity in justification criteria and
conflict resolution, and the insufficiency of internalist justification from an
externalist perspective. The conclusion is that although foundherentism
represents an important step in contemporary epistemology, it faces
fundamental challenges as a definitive solution to the problem of epistemic
justification.
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Extended Abstract

The problem of epistemic justification has long occupied a central position in epistemology, particularly
within the traditional tripartite conception of knowledge as justified true belief. Among the three
components of this definition, justification plays a decisive role in distinguishing mere true belief from
genuine knowledge. Without justification, even a true belief lacks epistemic legitimacy. Consequently,
explaining how beliefs are justified has been one of the most fundamental and contested issues in both
classical and contemporary epistemologies.

Within contemporary epistemology, two major and rival approaches to epistemic justification have
dominated the discussion: foundationalism and coherentism. Foundationalism maintains that the
structure of justification is hierarchical: some beliefs are basic or foundational and do not derive their
justification from other beliefs, while non-basic beliefs are justified inferentially by ultimately resting
on these foundational beliefs. Classical foundationalism, exemplified by Descartes, insisted that
foundational beliefs must be indubitable or infallible. Contemporary foundationalists such as Roderick
Chisholm, William Alston, and Robert Audi have significantly revised this picture by allowing basic
beliefs to be fallible while still non-inferentially justified. Despite these revisions, foundationalism
continues to face serious challenges, particularly concerning the precise identification of basic beliefs
and the mechanism by which justification is transmitted from basic to non-basic beliefs.

Coherentism, by contrast, rejects the very idea of epistemic foundations. According to this view, a
belief is justified not because it rests on basic beliefs, but because it belongs to a coherent system of
beliefs characterized by mutual support, consistency, and explanatory integration. Laurence BonJour
famously defended coherentism in his early work, arguing that empirical justification is essentially
holistic.

However, coherentism faces its own well-known difficulties, most notably the “isolation objection”:
a belief system may be highly coherent yet entirely disconnected from reality. The possibility of
mutually coherent but false belief systems suggests that coherence alone cannot guarantee epistemic
justification.

Against this background, Susan Haack introduces her theory of foundherentism, most fully
articulated in Evidence and Inquiry (1993). Foundherentism is presented as a “third way” that aims to
overcome the limitations of both foundationalism and coherentism without collapsing into either. Haack
explicitly rejects the idea that epistemic justification must be understood exclusively in foundationalist
or coherentist terms. Instead, she argues that justification arises from the interaction between
experiential evidence and the coherence of beliefs within a broader belief system.

A central feature of Haack’s theory is her use of the crossword puzzle metaphor. In this metaphor,
experiential inputs function as “clues,” while beliefs correspond to the entries in the puzzle. A beliefis
justified to the extent that it fits the relevant experiential clues and coheres with other beliefs already in
place. Some beliefs are more directly constrained by experience, while others gain justification
primarily through their coherence with surrounding beliefs. Crucially, justification is neither purely
vertical (as in foundationalism) nor purely horizontal (as in coherentism), but involves both dimensions
simultaneously. Moreover, justification is gradual and revisable: beliefs can be more or less justified,
and even beliefs closely connected to experience may be revised in light of new evidence or coherence
considerations.

One of the major strengths of foundherentism, as emphasized in this article, is its successful rejection
of the traditional foundationalism—coherentism dichotomy. Haack demonstrates that this dichotomy is
a false one and that a more nuanced account of justification is possible. Another significant advantage
of her theory is its flexibility and responsiveness to new evidence. Unlike classical foundationalism,
foundherentism does not posit infallible basic beliefs immune to revision. This feature makes the theory
more consistent with actual epistemic practices, especially in scientific inquiry. Indeed, Haack explicitly
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claims that scientific reasoning exemplifies the foundherentist model: scientific theories must both fit
empirical data and cohere with established theoretical frameworks. Additionally, foundherentism offers
a plausible account of the gradational nature of justification, capturing the intuitive idea that some
beliefs are better justified than others.

Despite these strengths, this article argues that foundherentism faces serious theoretical difficulties
that prevent it from serving as a fully satisfactory solution to the problem of epistemic justification.

The first major challenge concerns the status of experience in Haack’s theory. Although Haack
insists that experience plays a real and indispensable role in justification, she denies that experiential
inputs function as foundational beliefs in the traditional sense. Critics such as Tramel and BonJour argue
that this position is unstable. If experience merely constrains belief systems without playing a
foundational role, then foundherentism risks collapsing into coherentism. If, on the other hand,
experience effectively halts the justificatory regress, then the theory appears to revert to a form of weak
foundationalism. The article supports this critique and maintains that Haack does not provide a
sufficiently clear criterion to distinguish the role of experience in foundherentism from its role in
moderate foundationalism.

A second major problem is the issue of epistemic circularity and regress. Haack attempts to address
this concern by distinguishing between vicious circularity and “mutual support” among beliefs, drawing
again on the crossword puzzle analogy.

However, the article argues that this distinction lacks a clear, non-question-begging criterion.
Without an independent standard for identifying when mutual support is epistemically legitimate rather
than viciously circular, foundherentism remains vulnerable to the charge of circular justification.

The third and perhaps most serious weakness lies in the absence of explicit decision rules for
resolving conflicts between experiential evidence and coherence. Haack emphasizes that justification
depends on multiple factors, including experiential support, coherence, comprehensiveness, and
explanatory power. Yet she does not specify how these factors should be weighted when they come into
conflict. For example, when strong experiential evidence contradicts a highly coherent belief system,
the theory offers no clear guidance as to which should take precedence. This lack of explicit criteria
significantly undermines the practical applicability of foundherentism as a theory of justification.

Finally, the article considers an externalist critique of foundherentism. From an externalist
perspective, justification (or warrant) requires not only internal coherence and accessible evidence but
also a reliable connection between belief-forming processes and reality. Drawing on insights from
Plantinga and contemporary externalists, the article argues that foundherentism, as an essentially
internalist theory, can at best account for internal rationality rather than knowledge in the robust sense.
To become a more comprehensive epistemological theory, foundherentism would need to be
supplemented with externalist elements such as the reliability of cognitive processes.

In conclusion, this article maintains that Susan Haack’s foundherentism represents a significant and
innovative contribution to contemporary epistemology. It offers a compelling overall picture of
epistemic justification that captures important features of actual epistemic practice, particularly in
science. Nevertheless, foundherentism falls short of providing a final solution to the problem of
justification. Its ambiguities regarding the role of experience, unresolved issues of circularity, lack of
explicit criteria for resolving epistemic conflicts, and reliance on an internalist framework indicate that
the theory remains incomplete. Rather than a definitive answer, foundherentism should be understood
as a dynamic and open-ended project—one that invites further refinement, critical engagement, and
possible reformulation within alternative epistemological traditions, including non-Western
frameworks such as Islamic epistemology.
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