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The Basic A Priori — Logic and Arithmetic
Handout 3  — The Problem of Characterisation (cont.) Williamson's scepticism in his "How deep is the distinction between a priori and a posteriori knowledge?"

§1  A contrast: John Hawthorne's scepticism:

 "If an epistemological distinction fails to carve at the epistemological joints, then it is not worthy of serious and protracted discussion.  The residual issue whether the putative distinction is incoherent or merely gerrymandered ought not to strike anyone as especially important.  My own externalist commitments – epistemological and semantic – lead me to think that the a priori / a posteriori distinction is not a particularly natural one, and hence that its importance to epistemology has been grossly overestimated." 

Williamson's scepticism — similar to Hawthorne's, but intended to be neutrally motivated.

§2   Consider:

(Crimson)

All crimson things are red

(Who's Who)

All recent volumes of Who’s Who are red
Williamson's argument:
"Suppose that Norman acquires the words 'crimson' and 'red' independently of each other, by ostensive means.  He learns ‘crimson’ by being shown examples to which it applies and samples to which it does not apply, and told which are which.  He learns ‘red’ in a parallel but causally independent way.  He is not taught any rule like (Crimson), connecting ‘crimson’ and ‘red’. Through practice and feedback, he becomes very skilful in judging by eye whether something is crimson, and whether something is red.  Now Norman is asked whether (Crimson) holds.  He has not previously considered any such question.  Nevertheless, he can quite easily come to know (Crimson), without looking at any crimson things to check whether they are red, or even remembering any crimson things to check whether they are red, or making any other new exercise of perception or memory of particular coloured things.  Rather, he assents to (Crimson) after brief reflection on the colours crimson and red, along something like to following lines.  First, Norman uses his skill in making visual judgments with ‘crimson’ to visually imagine —[my emphasis]—a sample of crimson.  Then he uses his skill in making visual judgments with ‘red’ to judge, within the imaginative supposition, “It is red”.  This involves a general human capacity to transpose ‘online’ cognitive skills originally developed in perception into corresponding “offline” cognitive skills subsequently applied in imagination.  That capacity is essential to much of our thinking, for instance when we reflectively assess conditionals in making contingency plans.  No episodic memories of prior experiences, for example of crimson things, play any role.  As a result of the process Norman accepts (Crimson). Since his performance was sufficiently skilful, background conditions were normal, and so on, he thereby comes to know (Crimson).

Naturally, that broad-brush description neglects many issues.  For instance, what prevents Norman from imagining a peripheral shade of crimson?  If one shade of crimson is red, it does not follow that all are.  The relevant cognitive skills must be taken to include sensitivity to such matters.  If normal speakers associate colour terms with central prototypes, as many psychologists believe, their use in the imaginative exercise may enhance its reliability.  The proximity in colour space of prototypical crimson to prototypical red is one indicator, but does not suffice by itself, since it does not discriminate between “All crimson things are red” (true) and “All red things are crimson” (false).  Various cognitive mechanisms can be postulated to do the job.  We need not fill in the details, since for present purposes what matters is the overall picture.  So far, we may accept it as a sketch of the cognitive processes underlying Norman's a priori knowledge of  (Crimson).  

Now compare the case of (Who's Who).  Norman is as already described.  He learns the complex phrase “recent volumes of Who’s Who” by learning “recent”, “volume”, “Who’s Who” and so on.  He is not taught any rule like (Who's Who), connecting “recent volume of Who’s Who” and “red”.  Through practice and feedback he becomes very skilful in judging by eye whether something is a recent volume of Who’s Who (by reading the title), and whether something is red.  Now Norman is asked whether (Who's Who) holds.  He has not previously considered any such question.  Nevertheless, he can quite easily come to know (Who's Who), without looking at any recent volumes of Who’s Who to check whether they are red, or even remembering any recent volumes of Who’s Who to check whether they are red, or any other new exercise of perception or memory.  Rather he assents to (Who's Who) after brief reflection along something like the following lines.  First Norman uses his skill in making visual judgments with “recent volume of who’s who” to visually imagine a recent volume of Who’s Who.  Then he uses his skill in making visual judgments with “red” to judge, within the imaginative supposition, “It is red”.  This involves the same general human capacity as before to transpose “online” cognitive skills originally developed in perception into corresponding “offline” cognitive skills subsequently applied in imaginations.  No episodic memories or prior experiences, for example of recent volumes of Who’s Who play any role.  As a result of the process Norman accepts (Who's Who).  Since his performance was sufficiently skilful, background conditions were normal, and so on, he thereby comes to know (Who's Who).  

As before, the broad-brush description neglects many issues.  For instance, what prevents Norman form imagining an untypical recent volume of Who’s Who?  If one recent volume of Who’s Who is red, it does not follow that all are.  The relevant cognitive skills must be taken to include sensitivity to such matters.  As before, Norman must use his visual recognitional capacities offline in ways that respect untypical as well as typical cases.  We may accept that as a sketch of cognitive processes underlying Norman's posteriori knowledge of (Who's Who)."

§4   What does Williamson take this case to show?

 — That there need be very little difference between (one kind of) a priori cognitive processing and (one kind of) a posteriori cognitive processing.  
—That the traditional distinction between the evidential and the enabling role of experience in cognition misses an important third way in which experience can be involved in justification. 
§5  How should we respond?  
— An attempted accommodation: A priori/A posteriori needs to be replaced by a tripartite distinction:
 
(i) 
Propositions that can be known only through processes in which experience plays an evidential role – ordinary empirical propositions;

(ii) 
Propositions that can be known through methods in which experience is involved merely in an enabling, concept-supplying role — the traditional analytic a priori; and 
(iii) 
Propositions that cannot be known merely on the basis of grasp of the concepts involved but can be known without reliance on experiential evidence, by routines involving essential play with thought-experimentation or imagination which rest on experience only in the 'intermediate' role that Williamson gestures at.  (The synthetic a priori?)
§6   This won’t do. Why? Discussion point.
§7   A methodological worry about Williamson's argument.
§8  The "Both are a posteriori" response. 
§9   The (Crimson) case is badly under-described — no real analogy has been made out. 

§10   A better example for Williamson's purpose:  

(Square)

All squares are diamonds.

§11   Breaking the analogy:  

Authenticity-conditions: Lemmas and Props

— the notion of an authenticity-condition
 illustrated by the respective third propositions in these examples: 
	Moore
	Zebras
	Red-wall
	Stranger
	Red-Wall II

	
	
	
	
	

	1. Appearance 

of a hand in 

front of my face
	1. Appearance 

of Zebra-like

 animals


	1. Experience of a

red-looking

wall
	1. S tells you

 that P
	1. Experience of a

red-looking

wall

	2. Here is a 

     hand
	2. Those 

animals are 

zebras
	2. That wall is 

red
	2. P
	2. That wall is 

red

	3. There is a 

   material 

   world
	3. Those animals

are not cleverly

disguised mules


	3. That wall is 

not a white wall

bathed in red 

light
	3. S is truthful


	3. My visual 

system is working properly


In each case, the entry under 1 depicts one kind of basic evidence for the 2-proposition; and in each case the 3-proposition—the relevant authenticity-condition— is uncontroversially related to 1 and 2 like this: that doubt about it is rationally precluded on the part of one who proposes to take the evidence for the 2-proposition depicted by 1 as sufficient. Absent other relevant information, any doubt about the 3-proposition must tend, in a rational subject, to undermine the force of the evidence described in 1 for the 2-proposition. Such a doubt may, as in the case of Moore, Zebra and Red-wall, involve doubt about the 2-proposition too. But in all cases, it must involve doubt about the significance of the evidence depicted in 1.  One who doubts the 3-proposition could not rationally move to belief in the 2-proposition just on the basis of evidence 1.

Lemma: an authenticity condition for which one needs some form of independent warrant or assurance in order to credit a cognitive project with its intended significance.
Prop: an authenticity condition which is not a lemma, but may be "taken for granted", or not even considered, without compromise of the epistemic significance of the project
Norman, Crimson and Square: 

Who's Who
1
Norman's visual imagination of a volume of Who’s Who


2
Norman's judgment: all recent volumes of Who’s Who are red


3
The publishers of Who’s Who use the same colour for all the volumes.

Square

1
Norman's realignment of a visually imagined square through 45 degrees



2
Norman's judgment all squares are diamonds


3
The visualised square is stereotypical and any square may "in principle" be re-orientated in that way.

In each case proposition 3 is authenticity condition for Norman's judgment 2 when based on the imaginative episode 1.  If Norman doubted Who's Who 3, he could not rationally move to, or justify, the proposition (Who's Who) on the basis of the imaginative episode 1 that Williamson described.  And if Norman doubted Square 3, he could not rationally move to, or justify, the proposition (Square) on the basis of the imaginative episode Square 1.  But there is an evident difference:  Removing a doubt about Who's Who 3 would require routine empirical investigation — a call to the publishers, a trip to the public library, other people's testimony, or whatever.  By contrast, the assurance – if needed – that the visualised square is stereotypical and the process or reorientation always possible, at least "in principle", requires no such investigation.  On the contrary, by bottom-up standards, and although its grounds may seem mysterious, it’s an assurance that can be accomplished in stride and a priori— we find the point obvious on reflection.  

So: what is the status of the two 3- propositions in the epistemic architecture of Norman's two judgements, (Who's Who) and (Square)? Are they lemmas or props? 

Arguably, Williamson's argument collapses on that question. 
Here's why: There is a case for thinking that a liberal view would be quite inappropriate in the case of (Who's Who).  For suppose that, instead of a play within the visual imagination, Norman is presented with an actual copy of a recent volume of Who’s Who, and an actual drawing of a square on a piece of paper.  He holds the paper in his hand, rotates it appropriately, and concludes as before that all squares are diamonds.  He looks at the volume of Who’s Who and concludes as before that all recent volumes of Who’s Who are red.  In the latter case we surely must require that he have some independent reason to believe that the volume he is looking at is typical before he can be regarded as justifiably generalising.  In the former case, it seems there is vanishingly small room for rational doubt that the ability of the square to present the two different aspects, depending on its orientation to the observer, is internal to it and may be safely attributed to squares in general.  However that may be, epistemic responsibility seems to require conservatism about the 3-condition quite clearly in the perceived volume of Who's Who case. And that is enough to set up a dilemma. If we take the view that Norman does strictly need independent assurance that the presentation of distinct gestalten by the square that he has physically reoriented can be expected to be sustained by squares in general, still it doesn’t seem as though that reassurance needs to be secured empirically.  But if we take the view that he needs no such independent assurance – that he may simply generalise from his experience with the paper square that he manipulates – then that is also a crucial distinction between the two cases.  


In the concrete case, then, the analogy breaks down, one way or the other.  So why would—how could—it make a relevant difference, then, if the relevant tokens are presented not in external experience, but in imagination?  

§12  The take-home issue: how do routines in the imagination induce rational conviction?
� From '� HYPERLINK "http://www.philosophy.ox.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/1160/Exteranlism.pdf" �Externalism and A Priority�' in Internalism and Externalism in Semantics and Epistemology, Goldberg, ed. OUP 2007


� From ‘How deep is the distinction between a priori and a posteriori knowledge?’, in A. Casullo and J. Thurow (eds.), The A Priori in Philosophy, Oxford University Press, forthcoming. Available on his website.


� Cf. C Wright (2007). In some other writings, I have used the term, "presupposition", for this notion. But of course it is a major question whether, or in what sense, the satisfaction of conditions of the relevant kind is indeed in large measure presupposed in ordinary cognitive commerce. So the more neutral "authenticity-condition” seems better. I think the notion, glossed as in the sequel, coincides with that of an "anti-underminer" in Jim Pryor's (2013).





