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1. Identifying the A Priori

An a priori proposition is one which can be known to be true without any justification from the
character of the subject's experience. This is a brief, pre-theoretical characterization that needs some
refinement; but it captures the core of what many philosophers have meant by the notion. Under this
intuitive characterization, propositions which are plausibly a priori include the following: the axioms,
inference rules, and theorems of logic; the axioms and theorems of arithmetic, and likewise the axioms
and theorems of other parts of mathematics and other sciences of the abstract; the principles of the
probability calculus; principles of colour incompatibility and implication; some definitions; and
perhaps some truths of philosophy itself.

To say that something can be known without any justification from the character of the subject's
experience is to say that there is a way of coming to know it which does not rely on any such
justification. When we are considering issues about the a priori, it can often help to focus on ways of
coming to know and their distinctive properties. Suppose you see someone across a restaurant, and you
thereby come to believe and know ‘That's the cellist Yo-Yo Ma.” The way in which you come to know
this may involve the following: you have a memory image of a photograph of Yo-Yo Ma; you believe
that the face you see across the restaurant is an older version of that remembered face; and you accept
the content of your current perception. The memory, the belief, and your current experience are all
causally influential in producing your knowledge; and taken jointly, they entitle you to your belief
‘That's the cellist Yo-Yo Ma.” A specification of the way in which something comes to be known will
include at least a tree-structure of events and states which are causes of the knowledge, together with
some specification of why the thinker makes the transitions it involves.

Now consider someone who comes to know a logical truth, (p=>q)v(q=p) say, by reading a proof of it.
His seeing the lines of the proof, and his seeing the citations of the rules used at each step, cause his
belief that (p=q)v(q=p). We must, however, distinguish sharply between the relation of causation and
the relation of (p.2) entitlement. The thinker is entitled to his belief that (p>q)v(q=p) because he has an
outright proof of it, resting on no assumptions. The proof itself provides an entitlement to belief in its
last line. Perception of the written proof gives access to that entitlement, but is not itself part of that
entitlement.

By contrast, in the case of seeing Yo-Yo Ma, the occurrence of the visual experience of Yo-Yo Ma
across the restaurant is part of the entitlement to the belief ‘That's Yo-Yo Ma.” It is not as if the visual
experience merely gives access to something else which provides the entitlement. There is no further
thing to which the visual experience gives access. Rather, the visual experience itself is, in the
circumstances, entitling.

On this approach, an a priori proposition is one such that there is a way of coming to know it under
which the thinker's entitlement to accept the proposition does not involve the character of the thinker's
experience. An a posteriori proposition is one such that any way of coming to know it will involve an
entitlement which does concern the character of the thinker's experience. In the same spirit, we may say
that an a priori justification is a justification which does not involve the character of the thinker's
experience. Similarly, a person comes to know something a priori if the entitlement which makes his












several non-meaning-based approaches to explaining the possibility of a priori knowledge. Field's idea
is that we can demystify the apriority of certain propositions and rules if we adopt a ‘non-factualist’
view of justification itself. Peter Railton explores a position in the same spirit as Field's. Railton
suggests that we regard apparently a priori principles as rules, regulative of certain practices. He
compares the use of rules with a workman's use of a ruler or a carpenter's square—something which
serves as a norm, needed for practical purposes, but which is also defeasible. Railton notes the links
between his views and those of Wittgenstein in the first part of his Philosophical Investigations.
Horwich, after mounting a critique of meaning-based approaches to a priori justification, entertains the
suggestion that apriority might be explicable in terms of innateness and psychological indispensability.
Yablo, for his part, explores the suggestion that the apriority of existence claims within the abstract
sciences might be attributable to their metaphorical nature. While it is, of course, an open question
whether these theories succeed in reconstructing the full-blooded phenomenon of experience-
independent knowledge, they show that the theory of understanding is by no means the only
epistemological resource open to a proponent of the a priori.

As for Quine's second claim, that any meaning-based approach to the a priori would be committed to
the existence of sentences that are true by virtue of meaning alone, this too is now faced with
developing alternatives. There are a number of different models for the way in which grasp of meaning
might contribute to the explanation of a thinker's entitlement to a particular type of transition or belief
that make no play whatsoever with the bizarre idea of a metaphysically analytic truth. Paul
Boghossian's essay explores one such model for the case of logic, a model that is based on the idea that
the logical constants are implicitly defined by certain of the axioms and inference rules in which they
are involved. Christopher Peacocke considers more generally how we should conceive of the relations
between understanding and the a priori, and suggests a programme for moderate rationalists. Bob Hale
and Crispin Wright defend and develop the model of implicit definition, in particular, as one capable of
explaining some cases of a priori knowledge. Frank Jackson argues quite generally that anyone who
agrees that sentences have representational content and who is not a sceptic should accept that there are
a priori truths which outrun the logical truths.

Finally, Quine's claim that the history of science cannot be told correctly in the presence of a
commitment to the a priori seems to get matters exactly the wrong way round. In the first place, there is
the implausibility of the claim that our acceptance of (say) a truth of arithmetic, whether obvious or
unobvious, is (p.8) justified only by its role in wider empirical theories, let alone total science. It
certainly seems that someone can know a truth of arithmetic even if that truth has not played, either for
her or for anyone else, any role in empirical science. Moreover, when arithmetic does play a role in
some empirical science and empirical reasoning, and is used in predicting the outcome of some
experiment, we do not regard the experiment as a test of arithmetic. The scientist who finds an
experimental result not in accordance with her theory and auxiliary hypotheses is not entitled to revise
current arithmetic in attempting to explain the discrepancy. No particle accelerator, however powerful,
can refute the proposition that 7+ 5 = 12. Any good theory of the a priori, even the most sceptically
inclined, must either explain or explain away this phenomenon.

The second salient point is an elaboration of the general consideration we noted earlier, in support of
the existence of empirically defeasible a priori warrants. When a thinker reasons to an empirical
conclusion from certain premisses, it seems that some of the principles of reasoning or belief-formation
which he employs must be a priori if the process of reasoning is to be knowledgeable. In their
respective contributions to this volume, Stewart Shapiro, Hartry Field, and Michael Friedman
investigate the way in which various principles must have an a priori status if the process of empirical
confirmation is to make sense. Shapiro focuses on the basic principles of logic, Field on logic and the
fundamental epistemic norms, and Friedman on the principles that are constitutive of the spatio-












