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Abstract
I consider the problem of reflective knowledge faced by views that 
treat sensitivity as a sufficient condition for knowledge, or as a major 
ingredient of the concept, as in the analysis I advance in Scepticism and 
Reliable Belief. I present the problem as concerning the correct analysis 
of SATs — beliefs to the effect that one of my current beliefs is true. 
I suggest that a plausible analysis of SATs should treat them as neither 
true nor false when they ascribe truth to a non-existent belief. I ar-
gue that the problem is inescapable if we construe SATs as ascribing 
the property of truth to a belief. Deflationism manages to avoid the 
problem of reflective knowledge, but it does so by violating alethic 
priority — the principle that our account of representation must be 
built on our account of truth. I argue that we can avoid the problem of 
reflective knowledge while preserving alethic priority with a pragma-
tist account of truth — according to which truth is explicated in terms 
of the rules that govern the practice of assessing judgments and related 
items as true or false.

Keywords
Reflective knowledge, truth, pragmatism, meaning, sensitivity.

1 Sensitivity and reflective knowledge

If a subject S believes a proposition p, let’s say that S’s belief that p is 
sensitive, or that S sensitively believes that p, just in case the following 
subjunctive is true: if p were false, S wouldn’t believe that p.

Let me refer as self-ascriptions of truth (SATs) to beliefs of the form 
my belief that p is true, where p is a proposition that I believe now.

On the face of it, SATs can’t be sensitive. If I believe that p, then 
I will believe that my belief that p is true whether or not it is as a 
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matter of fact true. So long as I believe that p, my propensity to 
believe that my belief that p is true will not be affected by the truth 
value of p.

Consider now the view that sensitive belief is a necessary con-
dition for knowledge, to which I’m going to refer as the Sensitivity 
Constraint (SC):

SC: If S doesn’t believe that p sensitively, then S doesn’t know 
that p.

If SATs can’t be sensitive, then, according to SC, they can’t be 
knowledge either. I can never know that my beliefs are true. This is 
an implausibly radical sceptical outcome. Since SC appears to make 
this outcome unavoidable, we have a very powerful reason for reject-
ing SC. This is what’s come to be known as the problem of relective 
knowledge for SC.

The problem has been developed in some detail by Jonathan 
Vogel. He uses the following example:

You see your long-time friend Omar, who is a perfectly decent and 
straightforward sort of person. Noticing his shiny white footwear, you 
say, “Nice shoes, Omar, are they new?” Omar replies, “Yes, I bought 
them yesterday.” I think the following things are true:

(10) You know Omar has a new pair of shoes.

(11) You know that your belief that Omar has a new pair of shoes is 
true, or at least not false. (Vogel 2000: 609-10)1

Vogel argues that SC is incompatible with (11), since you don’t 
sensitively believe that your belief that Omar has a new pair of shoes 
is true, or at least not false:

As things actually are, you believe that your belief that Omar has new 
shoes is not false. What if it were? If somehow your belief that Omar 
has a new pair of shoes were false, you would still believe that your be-
lief was true, not false. The alternative is hard to fathom. It is difficult 
to conceive of your not believing that something you believe is true, 
whenever the matter happens to cross your mind. So, if your belief that 

1 Vogel had already raised the problem in Vogel 1987: 203. See also DeRose 
1995: 22-23, Sosa 1999: 145.
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Omar has new shoes were false, you would still believe that your belief 
was true, not false. (Vogel 2000: 610)

He spells out the argument using a particular analysis of SATs. 
If O stands for the proposition that Omar has a new pair of shoes, 
and B(p) for the proposition that you believe that p, then, on Vogel’s 
analysis, the proposition ‘your belief that Omar has a new pair of 
shoes is true, or at least not false’ has the following structure:

~(B(O) ∧ ~O)

I.e. it is the proposition that it’s not the case that you believe O but O 
is false, or that you don’t believe O falsely.

Assume that you believe O and ~(B(O) ∧ ~O). In order for your 
belief in ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) to be sensitive, it’s got to be the case that in 
the nearest world W in which ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) is false you don’t believe 
~(B(O) ∧ ~O). But this condition, Vogel argues, cannot be satisfied. 
In W, ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) is false, and hence B(O) ∧ ~O is true. A fortiori, 
in W, B(O) is true. But “[i]f you believe O, you believe that you do 
not falsely believe O” (Vogel 2000: 611). Hence, in W, you believe 
~(B(O) ∧ ~O). Therefore your belief that ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) is not sensi-
tive. It follows that, according to SC, you can’t know ~(B(O) ∧ ~O). 
Vogel finds this outcome unacceptable and invokes it to justify his 
rejection of SC.

Joe Salerno has recently attacked Vogel’s argument for its reli-
ance on the principle that if you believe that p, then you believe that 
you don’t falsely believe that p. Call this principle Relection. Salerno 
writes:

[…] it is not obvious that believing p entails the higher-order belief that 
one is not mistaken in believing p. That implies that small children and 
other unreflective thinkers have beliefs about their own beliefs. More 
to the point, no contradiction flows from the assumption that there 
is a thinker who, for whatever reason, is able to form only first-order 
beliefs (i.e., beliefs that do not have the concept of belief as part of their 
content). (Salerno 2010: 75)

Vogel does indeed invoke Reflection at a crucial step in his argu-
ment, and Salerno’s concerns are compelling. However, if we con-
cede to Salerno that believing that p doesn’t entail believing that you 
don’t falsely believe that p, the argument still goes through. Bear in 
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mind that we are investigating the epistemic status of your belief 
~(B(O) ∧ ~O). The question that we are asking is: is this belief sensi-
tive? For this we need to consider whether you would have the belief 
in the nearest world W in which it is false, i.e. in the B(O) ∧ ~O-world 
that most resembles the actual world. Vogel uses Reflection in sup-
port of his claim that in W you believe ~(B(O) ∧ ~O). He derives this 
conclusion from the premise that W is a B(O)-world using Reflection. 
However, I want to argue that this is an unnecessary detour. We are 
assuming that in the actual world you believe ~(B(O) ∧ ~O). It fol-
lows that you will also believe ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) in W unless the changes 
that need to be made to the actual world to turn it into a B(O) ∧ ~O-
world would remove your belief that ~(B(O) ∧ ~O). But there is no 
reason to think this. Hence we can obtain the conclusion that you 
believe ~(B(O) ∧ ~O) in W, and hence that your actual belief that 
~(B(O) ∧ ~O) is not sensitive, without invoking Reflection.2

Kelly Becker has shown that Vogel’s result depends on his spe-
cific construal of SATs — as beliefs of the form that you don’t falsely 
believe that p, rather than of the form that you believe that p truly 
(Becker 2006). Suppose that we analyse the proposition ‘your belief 
that Omar has a new pair of shoes is true, or at least not false’ as hav-
ing the following structure:

B(O) ∧ O

Assume that you believe that O and that B(O) ∧ O. Is the latter belief 
sensitive? To answer this question we need to consider whether you 
would have the belief in the nearest world W in which it is false, i.e. 
in the nearest ~(B(O) ∧ O)-world.

In W, we have that either ~B(O) or ~O. Let’s consider each case in 
turn. Suppose first that in W ~B(O) — you don’t believe that Omar 
has new shoes. Since you don’t believe O in W, it follows that you 
don’t believe B(O) ∧ O either. Suppose now that in W ~O — Omar 
doesn’t have new shoes. Now, since W is a ~O-world and the nearest 
~(B(O) ∧ O)-world, it follows that it is also the nearest ~O-world. 
Hence, if your belief that O is sensitive, in W you don’t believe that O, 

2 Salerno also accuses Vogel of illegitimately invoking Closure in support Re-
flection (Salerno 2010: 75). Salerno is right that Closure lends no support to 
Reflection, but I can’t see that Vogel is trying to use Closure in this way.
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and a fortiori you don’t believe that B(O) ∧ O either.
This argument doesn’t quite show that your belief that B(O) ∧ O 

is sensitive, but the weaker result it establishes is all we need: if your 
belief that O is sensitive, then your belief that B(O) ∧ O is also sensi-
tive. Hence SC won’t prevent your belief that B(O) ∧ O from attain-
ing the status of knowledge unless it also has the same effect on your 
belief that O. As far as SC is concerned, you can know that B(O) ∧ O 
so long as you know that O.

2 Hetereogeneity

In the preceding section we have seen that the issue of the sensitivity 
of SATs is highly dependent on how we analyse their content. If, on 
the one hand, we analyse them as of the form that you don’t falsely 
believe p (~(B(p) ∧ ~p)), then they are necessarily insensitive.3 If, on 
the other hand, we analyse them as of the form that you believe that p 
truly (B(p) ∧ p), then they will be sensitive so long as your first-order 
belief in p is sensitive.

It might seem, then, that advocates of SC could try to deal with 
the problem of reflective knowledge by taking sides with Becker and 
against Vogel on the question of the correct analysis of SATs. How-
ever, as Guido Melchior has pointed out, the availability of this al-
ternative analysis simply transforms the difficulties faced by SC with 
respect to reflective knowledge. The new problem is this: the propo-
sitions that you believe that p truly and that you don’t believe that p  
falsely are intuitively so similar in content that it is hard to accept 
that the epistemic status of your belief in one will be radically differ-
ent from the epistemic status of your belief in the other. And yet, if 
SC is accepted, this is precisely the situation that we face. Your belief 
that you don’t believe that p falsely cannot be knowledge, whereas, 
so long as your belief that p is sensitive, SC poses no obstacle to 
your belief that you believe that p truly also counting as knowledge. 
Melchior has referred to this as the Heterogeneity Problem (Melchior 

3 Becker has suggested that ~(B(p) ∧ ~p) is not even the best analysis of the 
proposition that your belief that p is not false. He offers B(p) ∧ ~~p as an alterna-
tive (Becker 2006: 82). See also Salerno 2010: 77-79.
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2015).4

I want to suggest, however, that heterogeneity doesn’t sustain a 
cogent argument against SC. To be sure, we should expect your be-
lief that you believe O truly and your belief that you don’t believe O 
falsely to have the same epistemic status, and SC doesn’t deliver on 
this expectation — on the analyses of these propositions that we have con-
sidered. If these analyses were correct, heterogeneity would put pres-
sure on SC, but I’m going to argue that both analyses are incorrect.

Let’s take a closer look at the relationship between B(p) ∧ p and 
~(B(p) ∧ ~p). Their truth values come apart if you don’t believe that 
p. Then B(p) ∧ p is false and ~(B(p) ∧ ~p) is true. But so long as you 
believe that p, their truth values are guaranteed to coincide. Then 
we have that B(p) ∧ p is true if and only if ~(B(p) ∧ ~p) is true if and 
only if p is true.

This suggests that the spurious difference in meaning that results 
from these analyses of SATs is produced by their diverging behav-
iours when the first-order belief doesn’t exist — when you don’t 
believe that p. So the question we need to ask is: what should happen 
to a SAT regarding your belief that p when the belief doesn’t exist? 
According to Vogel’s analysis, the SAT should be true; according to 
Becker’s analysis, it should be false. I want to argue that neither is 
right. If the belief doesn’t exist, the corresponding SAT shouldn’t 
have a truth value. A SAT neither asserts nor denies the existence of 
the belief to which it ascribes truth. Rather, it presupposes its exist-
ence. Your belief that your belief that p is true or not false should be 
true if you believe that p and p is true, false if you believe that p and 
p is false, and lack truth value if you don’t believe that p. A correct 
analysis of SATs should attribute to them this behaviour. Neither of 
the proposals under consideration satisfies this constraint, and the 

4 Melchior adds that the situation generated by SC is made more implausible 
by the fact that B(p) ∧ p is stronger than ~(B(p) ∧ ~p), since the former entails the 
latter but the latter doesn’t entail the former: “We want an account of knowledge 
that allows one to know the weaker propositions d [~(B(p) ∧ ~p] if we know the 
stronger propositions c [B(p) ∧ p]” (Melchior 2015: 483). I’m not sure how much 
weight this additional consideration should carry. Epistemology is full of cases 
in which knowing a weaker proposition seems harder than knowing one that’s 
stronger. Take, for example, the proposition that I’m not an envatted brain and 
the proposition that I have hands.
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appearance of heterogeneity is a consequence of this failure. In order 
to determine the epistemic status that SC ascribes to SATs, we need 
to concentrate on analyses that satisfy this requirement.

3 The predicative analysis

An analysis that satisfies our requirement is readily available if we 
follow the surface grammar of SATs. A SAT, like any other ascrip-
tion of truth to a belief, appears to assert that the belief in question 
instantiates a property or satisfies a condition — the property or 
condition that the predicate ‘…is true’ denotes. In a SAT, the object 
of predication — the belief to which this predicate is ascribed — is 
singled out as the referent of a definite description — as the object 
that satisfies the propositional function x is a belief of mine with the con-
tent that p (Bpx). Hence, if �x Cx denotes the (unique) x that satisies propo-
sitional function C, and T stands for the truth predicate, SATs should 
be analysed as of the form T �x Bpx. Now, in order for the analysis 
to secure the required behaviour for SATs, the definite description 
should be construed along Strawsonian lines, with sentences of the 
form P �x Cx lacking a truth value if there isn’t a (unique) object sat-
isfying C (Strawson 1950). On this analysis, if you don’t believe that 
p, T �x Bpx, won’t have a truth value, as desired. Let me refer to this 
as the predicative analysis of SATs.

Let’s consider now how the predicative analysis bears on the ques-
tion of the sensitivity of SATs. As we know, in order for your belief 
that T �x Bpx to be sensitive, it’s got to be the case that in the near-
est world W in which T �x Bpx is false you don’t believe T �x Bpx. Can 
your belief satisfy this condition? Notice, crucially, that the world we 
need to be looking at is not a world in which you don’t believe that 
p. In such a world T �x Bpx is not false — it lacks a truth value. The 
nearest world W in which T �x Bpx is false is a world in which you be-
lieve that p but p is false. Since W is the world that most resembles the 
actual world in which you believe that p but p is false, and you believe 
T �x Bpx in the actual world, we have to conclude that you also believe 
T �x Bpx in W, since making p false without removing your belief that 
p does not require removing your belief that T �x Bpx. Hence in the 
nearest world in which T �x Bpx is false you believe T �x Bpx. Therefore 
your belief that T �x Bpx is insensitive. And in general SATs, on the 
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predicative analysis, cannot be sensitive. It follows that, according 
to SC, SATs can’t have the status of knowledge: I can’t know that 
my beliefs are true. If we adopt the predicative analysis of SATs, SC 
renders reflective knowledge impossible.

4 Probabilistic sensitivity

The problem is not restricted to accounts of knowledge that are 
committed to SC. In Scepticism and Reliable Belief, I have defended 
an analysis of knowledge in which sensitivity is not a necessary con-
dition for knowledge, but still plays a major role in the notion. I 
propose that non-standing beliefs (beliefs that we don’t form as a 
result of an innate predisposition that is largely independent of input 
(Zalabardo 2012: 137)) can achieve the status of knowledge either 
by tracking the truth or through the possession by the subject of ad-
equate evidence in their support. Following Sherrilyn Roush (Roush 
2005), I construe truth tracking using, not subjunctive conditionals, 
but conditional probabilities. In this context, the degree of sensi-
tivity of your belief that p is given by the probability of your belief 
that p conditional on p being false — Pr(B(p)|~p): the sensitivity of 
your belief increases as this value decreases. On my analysis, a nec-
essary condition for your belief that p to track the truth is that you 
are significantly more likely to have it if it is true than if it is false. 
More precisely, truth tracking requires that the value of the ratio 
Pr(B(p)|p)/Pr(B(p)|~p) (the tracking ratio of your belief) exceeds a 
certain threshold (Zalabardo 2012: 113-14). The probabilistic rendi-
tion of sensitivity figures in this account of truth tracking in the de-
nominator of the tracking ratio. For any given value for the numera-
tor, a high value for the ratio will be secured with a sufficiently low 
value for the denominator — i.e. by a sufficiently low probability 
that you believe that p if p is false.

On my analysis of truth tracking and the predicative analysis of 
SATs, SATs can’t track the truth. This would require that Pr(B(T �

x Bpx)|T �x Bpx) is substantially higher than Pr(B(T �x Bpx)|~T �x Bpx). 
But this condition cannot be met for the same reasons that we gave 
to show that, on the predicative analysis, SATs cannot be sensitive. 
On the Strawsonian construal of definite descriptions built into the 
predicative analysis of SATs, the probability that you believe T �x Bpx 
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if T �x Bpx is false is the probability that you believe T �x Bpx if p is false 
and you believe p. But so long as you believe p, the probability that you 
believe T �x Bpx can be expected to be unaffected by the truth value 
of p. Hence the tracking ratio of a SAT will always be 1. Therefore, 
on my construal of truth tracking, SATs, on the predicative analysis, 
can’t track the truth.

This wouldn’t be a problem if we could have adequate evidence 
for SATs, since I contend that it is in principle possible to have ade-
quate evidence for a proposition p, and hence to know it, even though 
your belief that p doesn’t track the truth (Zalabardo 2012: 63-66). 
But I argue that this is not a viable solution to our problem, since it’s 
not possible to have adequate evidence in support of SATs (Zalab-
ardo 2012: 155-62). It follows that, on the predicative construal of 
SATs, my account of knowledge makes it impossible for SATs to be 
knowledge. My proposal (call it SRB) faces a version of the problem 
of reflective knowledge.5

On the assumption that the predicative analysis of SATs is cor-
rect, we have a powerful argument against SRB. However, the con-
nection cuts both ways. To the extent that SRB is independently sup-
ported, we have at our disposal a powerful reason for abandoning the 
predicative analysis in favour of alternatives for which the problem 
doesn’t arise. The argument would go like this:

(1) If SRB is the right account of knowledge and the predicative 
analysis of SATs is correct, then reflective knowledge is im-
possible.

(2) SRB is the right account of knowledge.

(3) Reflective knowledge is possible.

Therefore

(4) The predicative analysis of SATs is incorrect.

Call this the ightback argument. I think that premise (1) is incon-
testable, and premise (3) is highly plausible. I also believe premise 

5 Adam Leite has argued that the problem can be solved by thinking of SATs 
as standing beliefs (Leite 2014: 161). I don’t think Leite’s proposal is satisfactory. 
See Zalabardo 2014: 196.
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(2). Hence I think this is a sound argument against the predicative 
analysis. But for the argument to work, there needs to be a plausible 
alternative analysis of SATs for which SRB doesn’t face the problem 
of reflective knowledge. If this alternative analysis couldn’t be found 
— if there were no plausible analyses of SATs for which SRB doesn’t 
face the problem of reflective knowledge, then it would be hard to 
resist the conclusion that the problem rests, not with our analysis of 
SATs, but with my analysis of knowledge. My goal in the remainder 
is to fill this gap — to identify a plausible analysis of SATs for which 
SRB doesn’t face the problem of reflective knowledge.

5 Deflationism

The most visible alternative to the predicative analysis is deflation-
ism. According to deflationism, a SAT has the same content as its 
object of predication. The content of your belief that your belief that 
p is true is identical to the content of your belief that p. Contrary to 
what the surface grammar suggests, your belief that your belief that 
the cat is hungry is true is not about the instantiation of a property 
(truth) by one of your beliefs — it is about the instantiation of a 
property (hunger) by the cat. It has the same cognitive content as your 
belief that the cat is hungry.

The only difference between the two beliefs is that the former, 
but not the latter, carries an existential commitment to your belief 
that the cat is hungry. Adapting Hartry Field’s terminology, we can 
characterise the resulting relationship between the two beliefs by 
saying that their cognitive equivalence is relative to the existence of 
your belief that the cat is hungry, where relative cognitive equiva-
lence is to be understood as follows:

To say that A is cognitively equivalent to B relative to C means that the 
conjunction of A and C is cognitively equivalent to the conjunction of 
B and C; so that as long as C is presupposed we can treat A and B as 
equivalent. (Field 1994: 250)

So long as it is presupposed that you believe that the cat is hungry, 
we can treat the two beliefs as equivalent. This gives to your belief 
that your belief that the cat is hungry is true the truth conditions that 
we expect from a SAT: true if you believe truly that the cat is hungry, 
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false if you believe falsely that the cat is hungry, and neither true nor 
false if you don’t believe that the cat is hungry, as in this case the 
existential commitment of your belief that your belief that the cat is 
hungry is true is not satisfied.6

On the analysis of SATs that we obtain from the deflationist ac-
count, the problem of reflective knowledge doesn’t arise. The con-
tent of your belief that your belief that the cat is hungry is true is the 
same as the content of your belief that the cat is hungry. It follows 
that they both will have the same epistemic status. If you know that 
things are as your belief that the cat is hungry represents them as be-
ing, then you must also know that things are as your belief that your 
belief that the cat is hungry is true represents them as being, since 
the way the latter represents things as being is identical with the way 
the former represents things as being. We have one, not two, pos-
sible items of knowledge.

It seems then that deflationism provides what the fightback argu-
ment requires — an analysis of SATs on which SRB doesn’t face the 
problem of reflective knowledge. This enables the advocate of SRB 
to blame the problem on a defective analysis of SATs, and save her 
account of knowledge by endorsing the deflationist alternative to the 
predicative analysis.

This is not a route I would like to take. Epistemological dividends 
notwithstanding, I believe that the deflationist account of truth faces 
serious obstacles. If it turned out that saving SRB from the problem 
of reflective knowledge required endorsing deflationism, I would be 
inclined to join others in concluding that the problem of reflective 
knowledge is a symptom of a defective epistemology. This is not the 
place to undertake a serious assessment of deflationism, but I want to 
indicate briefly in the next section the general source of my misgiv-
ings about the view.

6 Truth and meaning

My reservations arise from a consequence of deflationism first high-
lighted by Michael Dummett:

It now appears that if we accept the redundancy theory of ‘true’ and 

6 See also Peter Strawson’s analysis of truth ascriptions in Strawson 1949.
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‘false’ […] we must abandon the idea which we naturally have that 
the notions of truth and falsity play an essential role in any account of 
the meaning of statements in general or of the meaning of a particular 
statement. (Dummett 1978: 7)

The “idea which we naturally have” is one that I find very plau-
sible: in order to explain the power of statements or beliefs to rep-
resent things as being a certain way, we will need to invoke, as a 
crucial part of our explanans, the idea that statements and beliefs 
are made true or false by how things stand. In order to understand 
what it means for statements or beliefs to represent things as being a 
certain way, we irst need to understand what it means to assess them 
according to whether the way they represent things as being agrees 
with the way things are — we need to understand, in other words, 
what it means to assess them as true or false. I am going to refer to 
assessment of beliefs, statements and similar items as true or false as 
alethic assessment. And I’m going to refer to the claim that our account 
of representation must be built on our account of alethic assessment 
as the principle of alethic priority. I am not going to defend alethic pri-
ority here. The principle will figure in my argument as a premise.7

Dummett’s point is that alethic priority is incompatible with 
deflationism.8 If our account of alethic assessment is going to con-
tribute to our account of the representational features of statements 
or beliefs, then our account of alethic assessment can’t invoke the 
representational features of these items. But this is precisely what 
deflationism does. Deflationism explains what it means to assess a 
belief as true in terms of the representational features of the belief. It 
explains the content of your belief that your belief that the cat is hun-
gry is true in terms of (as identical with) the content of your belief 
that the cat is hungry. Hence the attempt to combine alethic priority 
with deflationism produces a vicious circle of explanation:

in order that someone should gain from the explanation that P is true 
in such-and-such circumstances an understanding of the sense of P, he 
must already know what it means to say that P is true. If when he en-
quires into this he is told that the only explanation is that to say that P is 

7 For a recent attack on alethic priority, see Rumfitt 2014.
8 See Collins 2002 for an interesting discussion of this point.
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true is the same as to assert P, it will follow that in order to understand 
what is meant by saying that P is true, he must already know the sense 
of asserting P, which was precisely what was supposed to be explained 
to him. (Dummett 1978: 7)

The incompatibility of deflationism with alethic priority is read-
ily accepted by the leading deflationists. Their reaction is, under-
standably, to reject alethic priority. Thus, according to Hartry Field,

[…] the main idea behind deflationism […] requires […] that what 
plays a central role in meaning and content not include truth condi-
tions (or relations to propositions, where propositions are conceived as 
encapsulating truth conditions). (Field 1994: 253)9

Field uses verificationism as an illustration of the kind of account 
that might be used by the deflationist to explain the content of sen-
tences. Horwich mentions assertibility conditions in this connection 
(Horwich 1990: 73), and, more recently, patterns of sentence ac-
ceptance that provide the causal-explanatory basis for our overall use 
of words (Horwich 2005: 49-50). What matters for our purposes is 
that all these proposals violate the principle of alethic priority, and 
that only accounts that violate the principle are compatible with de-
flationism. I want to uphold alethic priority. That’s why I must reject 
deflationism.

Where does this leave us? We saw in Section 4 that the fightback 
argument requires that we identify a plausible alternative to the pre-
dicative analysis of SATs for which SRB doesn’t face the problem of 
reflective knowledge. We then saw in Section 5 that on the defla-
tionist analysis of SATs the problem of reflective knowledge does 
not arise. But in this section we’ve seen that if one wants to uphold 
alethic priority, as I do, endorsing deflationism is not an option. This 
still leaves us in need of an alternative to the predicative analysis 
to underpin the fightback argument. What we are looking for is 
an analysis of SATs that frees SRB from the problem of reflective 
knowledge without violating alethic priority.

9 See also Horwich 1990: 71-74.
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7 Explicating alethic assessment

We obtained the deflationist alternative to the predicative analysis 
from an account of alethic assessment — restricted to the first-per-
son present case, i.e. of the content of beliefs in which you assess 
as true your own current beliefs. The deflationist explains the con-
tent of these assessments as identical with the content of the assessed 
beliefs. I am rejecting this approach on the grounds that it violates 
alethic priority. What we are after is an account of alethic assess-
ment that abides by alethic priority but doesn’t force us to adopt the 
predicative analysis of SATs.

A very natural strategy for explicating alethic assessment violates 
the second requirement. One way to explain the meaning of assess-
ing Xs as Ys is to specify what an X has to be like in order to qualify 
as a Y — the condition that an X has to satisfy in order for this assess-
ment to be correct. The strategy I have in mind applies this general 
template to alethic assessment: we explain what it means to assess a 
belief as true by specifying the condition that a belief has to satisfy in 
order to count as true. I’m going to refer to this strategy for explicat-
ing alethic assessment as representationalism. The representationalist 
strategy can be implemented in many different ways. One prominent 
option is to think of belief as a relation to sentences of a language or 
language-like medium of representation, and to specify the condi-
tion that makes a belief true in terms of a Tarski-style theory of truth 
for these sentences, based on a theory of reference for their terms. 
But this is not by any means the only option available to the repre-
sentationalist. An account of what makes a belief true in terms of, 
say, coherence, or end-of-enquiry consensus, would also sustain a 
representationalist account of alethic assessment.10

10 It’s an interesting question whether a deflationist account of truth could 
also give rise to a version of representationalism. I think the question has to be 
answered in the negative if deflationism satisfies the condition that Field imposes 
on the view if it is to be at all interesting: “it must claim not merely that what plays 
a central role in meaning and content not include truth conditions under that de-
scription, but that it not include anything that could possibly constitute a reduction of truth 
conditions to other more physicalistic terms” (Field 1994: 253). However, it seems to 
me that Paul Horwich’s account of meaning doesn’t satisfy this condition, and can 
give rise to a representationalist explication of alethic assessment. See Horwich 
2005, especially Chapter 2.
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The problem with any kind of representationalism, for our pur-
poses, is that it enjoins the predicative analysis of SATs. If we expli-
cate alethic assessment by specifying the condition that a belief has to 
satisfy in order to count as true, then a SAT can only be a belief to the 
effect that this condition is satisfied by one of your current beliefs, as 
the predicative analysis dictates. If we want to find an alternative to 
the predicative analysis of SATs, we need to adopt a non-representa-
tionalist strategy for explicating alethic assessment.

In the remainder I’m going to explore an alternative to the repre-
sentationalist strategy for which I’m going to use the label pragmatism. 
The pragmatist rejects the representationalist project of explicating 
alethic assessment with a specification of the condition that a belief 
has to satisfy in order to be assessed as true. What the pragmatist 
proposes instead is to render alethic assessments intelligible with a 
specification of the rules that govern the practice of assessing beliefs 
in this way. For the pragmatist, alethic assessment is assessment that 
follows these rules, and ‘true’ is the label that we apply to beliefs or 
other items in order to express a favourable assessment according to 
these rules. In the next section I’m going to outline a proposal as to 
which rules we should take to define alethic assessment. I’m going 
to refer to this specific pragmatist account of alethic assessment as 
empiricist pragmatism.11

8 Empiricist pragmatism12

I’m going to concentrate in the first instance on alethic assessment, 
not of beliefs, but of the episodes that we think of as conscious mani-
festations of belief — conscious episodes in which we take ourselves 
to represent things as being a certain way.13 I’m going to refer to 
these episodes as judgments, although the term sometimes carries a 
connotation of voluntariness or spontaneity that will be absent from 

11 The label is meant to mark the contrast with Robert Brandom’s rationalist 
pragmatism (Brandom 2000: 11). For the contrast see Zalabardo 2016, Section 5.

12 This section overlaps with Zalabardo 2016.
13 Brandom’s rationalist pragmatism focuses in the first instance on assertion, 

as the linguistic correlate of judgment (Brandom 1994: 153). Brandom’s reasons 
for taking this line do not apply to my proposal.
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my account. My characterisation of the rules that govern alethic as-
sessment of judgments will rest on some substantial assumptions 
about the nature of judgments. But since we want the resulting ac-
count to abide by the principle of alethic priority, our assumptions 
regarding the phenomenon cannot include semantic features — the 
fact that they represent things as being a certain way.

I want to take as my starting point David Hume’s characterisa-
tion of the episodes that I’m calling judgments, but he identifies with 
beliefs, in the Appendix to the Treatise. He writes:

belief consists merely in a certain feeling or sentiment; in something, 
that depends not on the will, but must arise from certain determi-
nate causes and principles, of which we are not masters. When we are 
convinc’d of any matter of fact, we do nothing but conceive it, along 
with a certain feeling, different from what attends the mere reveries of 
the imagination. (Hume 1978: 624)

Belief, according to Hume, then, is a conscious involuntary reac-
tion. What it is a reaction to is not, in the first instance, the possible 
state of affairs that the belief represents as obtaining, but the idea 
that serves as its representative in the mind:

an opinion or belief is nothing but an idea, that is different from a fic-
tion […] in the manner of its being conceiv’d. (Hume 1978: 628)

An idea assented to feels different from a fictitious idea, that the fancy 
alone presents to us. (Hume 1978: 629)14

I want to focus on the phenomenon that Hume highlights, not 
as an account of belief, but as the basis for a characterisation of the 
kind of conscious episodes that I’m calling judgments. Judgments will 
have the basic character that Hume ascribes to beliefs — they are 
conscious episodes in which a mental item produces an involuntary 
reaction.

I am going to use the term conviction for the conscious, involun-
tary, re-identifiable reaction (Hume’s feeling or sentiment) that fig-
ures in judgments. I’m going to complicate Hume’s picture slightly 

14 I am not adopting Hume’s account of the difference between these episodes 
and those in which a possible state of affairs is merely imagined, in terms of “a 
superior force, or vivacity, or solidity, or irmness, or steadiness” (Hume 1978: 629).
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by contemplating negative conviction, as the feeling associated with 
things not being as represented in consciousness, as well as positive 
conviction. I will refer to judgments as either positive or negative, 
depending on the sign of the conviction that figures in them. I want 
to emphasize that I’m thinking of conviction as a feeling. Conviction 
doesn’t ascribe a property or concept to a possible state of affairs or 
to its mental representative,15 nor is it the undertaking of a com-
mitment of any kind. It is simply an involuntary feeling that some 
conscious items provoke.16 Conceiving of conviction along these 
lines doesn’t require assuming that it has a particularly rich phenom-
enology. There doesn’t have to be a collection of phenomenological 
features that are present precisely in those conscious episodes that 
involve conviction. All that’s required is that the subject has the abil-
ity to re-identify this feeling. Its type-identity conditions can then be 
defined in terms of the subject’s verdicts.

To the conscious items that judgments are reactions to, I am go-
ing to refer as conscious sentences. They will be the representatives in 
the stream of consciousness of the possible states of affairs that we 
take judgments to represent as obtaining, leaving out of the picture 
for now the possible semantic properties of these mental entities. 
Like the sentences of a natural or formal language, they exhibit syn-
tactic, combinatorial structure, being produced by the combination 
of constituents (conscious terms) according to specific patterns. Like 
Hume’s ideas, conscious sentences will figure in conscious episodes 
other than judgments, including the conscious, episodic correlates of 
desire (the kind of conscious episode that occurs, for example, when 
you obey the order to close your eyes and make a wish) or episodes 
in which we merely consider in consciousness a way for things to be, 
without taking any attitude towards it.17

15 Hume considers and rejects this option, as the view that “belief is some 
new idea, such as that of reality or existence, which we join to the simple conception of an 
object” (Hume 1978: 623).

16 See in this connection Horgan and Timmons’ discussion of the phenomeno-
logical dimension of what they call occurrent beliefs in Horgan and Timmons 2006. 
See also Jonathan Cohen notion of credal feelings (Cohen 1992).

17 Notice that what I am calling conscious sentences are importantly differ-
ent from the sentences of the language of thought postulated by the represen-
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Conscious sentences may appear spontaneously in the stream 
of consciousness, or they might be produced voluntarily. When a 
conscious sentence figures in the stream of consciousness, we may 
feel towards it positive conviction, negative conviction, or neither.18 
Which of these obtains in each case is not under the control of the 
will, but, as Hume indicates, it’s not a random matter either — con-
viction arises “from certain determinate causes and principles”. To 
judge, on my pre-semantic construal, is simply to feel conviction to-
wards a conscious sentence.

I have characterised conscious sentences as certain re-identifia-
ble items that can be brought to consciousness voluntarily or appear 
there spontaneously, and conviction as a specific involuntary reac-
tion that we may or may not feel towards a conscious sentence that 
we are entertaining. Judgments are the episodes in which this reac-
tion is produced. We think of conscious sentences and judgments as 
representing things as being a certain way, but our characterisation 
of these phenomena doesn’t presuppose that they have this power. 
Hence by invoking this characterisation of judgments in our account 
of alethic assessment we won’t be violating alethic priority.

A pragmatist account of alethic assessment of conscious sentences 
and the judgments in which they figure will proceed by specifying 
a collection of rules such that an assessment practice will count as 
alethic just in case it is governed by these rules. According to em-
piricist pragmatism, the practice of alethic assessment is governed by 
three rules: the Basic Rule, the Ascent Rule and the Interpretation 
Rule.

According to the Basic Rule, alethic assessment is necessarily 
driven by conviction. To assess conscious sentences in any other way 
is not to assess them as true or false:

tational theory of mind. Conscious sentences, unlike sentences of the language 
of thought, are essentially conscious, enjoying no ontological status beyond the 
conscious episodes in which they figure.

18 Conviction comes in degrees, and the phenomenon might be more accu-
rately represented as a continuum between 1 and 0, with .5 as the complete ab-
sence of positive or negative conviction. However, I’m going to proceed, for the 
sake of simplicity, as if there were sharp boundaries between the presence of each 
type of conviction and their absence.
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Basic Rule: Assess a conscious sentence as true if and only if it 
produces positive conviction; assess a conscious sentence as false 
if and only if it produces negative conviction.

Notice the parallel with some expressivist accounts of specific re-
gions of discourse. According to a version of expressivism concern-
ing moral discourse, to assess an action as morally right or wrong 
is to assess it according to your moral sentiments — to assess it as 
morally right when it produces moral approval in you and as morally 
wrong when it produces moral disapproval.19

Clearly the basic rule by itself doesn’t provide a sufficient char-
acterisation of alethic assessment. One major limitation is that it is 
compatible with a highly implausible subjectivism, as it makes no 
provision for treating as incorrect a judgment that follows the sub-
ject’s convictions. We can see this in the first instance with respect 
to one’s past judgments. A subject can presumably entertain a con-
scious sentence on two different occasions, and it is perfectly possi-
ble that it produces conviction on one occasion but not on the other, 
or that it produces positive conviction on one occasion and negative 
conviction on the other. This might happen as a result of changes 
either in the subject’s state of information or in the processes that 
determine the production of conviction in her.

The Basic Rule gives no grounds for treating judgments of op-
posite signs concerning a single conscious sentence as incompatible 
with one another, or one’s previous judgments as false. The Basic 
Rule by itself would confer on alethic assessment the behaviour of 
forms of assessment for which a subjectivist construal is perfectly 
adequate. Consider, for example, the plausible view that to assess an 
ice-cream flavour as delicious or revolting is to assess it according to 
your culinary taste — as delicious if it gives you gustatory pleasure 
and as revolting if it gives you gustatory displeasure. Tastes change 
and you might find that if you follow this rule you end up assessing 
pistachio ice-cream as revolting on one occasion and as delicious a 

19 The claim that I’m focusing on is that assessment of actions has to be con-
ducted in this way in order to count as moral assessment, not the claim that the 
role of moral discourse is to express moral sentiments or a claim to the effect that 
a moral assessment is correct just in case it accords with the moral sentiments of 
the assessor.
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few years later. There is no obvious sense in which these assessments 
are in conflict with one another. If the Basic Rule were the only rule 
governing alethic assessment, we’d have to treat in the same way the 
situation in which a subject goes from assessing a conscious sentence 
as true to assessing it as false.

In order to address this issue, we need to introduce a rule that 
enables us to go from assessments of conscious sentences to assess-
ments of judgments:

Ascent Rule: Assess a positive judgment of a conscious sentence as 
true and a negative judgment of the sentence as false if and only if 
you assess the conscious sentence as true; assess a positive judg-
ment of a conscious sentence as false and a negative judgment of 
the sentence as true if and only if you assess the conscious sen-
tence as false.20

In order to abide by this rule, a subject who now feels negative 
conviction towards a conscious sentence but remembers feeling posi-
tive conviction towards the same sentence in the past will also have 
to assess as false her past judgment. The same would go for a subject 
who now feels positive conviction towards a conscious sentence but 
remembers feeling negative conviction towards it.

Notice that this feature of alethic assessment resembles a parallel 
feature of moral assessment. When we assess an action as morally 
right, we also assess as morally right moral approval of the action 
and we assess as morally wrong moral disapproval of it. Likewise, 
when we assess an action as morally wrong, we also assess as morally 
right moral disapproval of the action and we assess as morally wrong 
moral approval of it.

The practice described by the Basic Rule and the Ascent Rule 
still has a very important limitation — it imposes no restrictions on 
how I should assess the judgments of others. The limitation wouldn’t 
exist if we could make sense of the idea that one of your conscious 
sentences is identical to one of mine, but it is hard to see how this 
could be achieved. For a single subject, we can think of the identity 

20 This formulation of the rule presupposes that the sentences in question have 
no indexical features. Dealing with indexicality would require a more sophisti-
cated approach. The same goes for the next rule.
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conditions of conscious sentences as given by the subject’s inclina-
tions — two conscious episodes involve the same conscious sentence 
just in case it seems to the subject that they do. For inter-personal 
identity there is no obvious correlate for this approach.

A plausible account of the rules that govern alethic assessment 
would have to impose conditions on our assessment of the judgments 
of others. It is an essential feature of the practice that we can assess 
as true or false the judgments of others, and there are some condi-
tions that these third-person assessments have to satisfy in order to 
count as alethic. The basic intuitive idea of the rule we need is very 
simple: in order for your assessment to count as alethic assessment, 
you need to assess as true those judgments of others that agree with 
yours, and you need to assess as false those judgments of others that 
disagree with yours.

Unfortunately, however, the rule cannot be formulated in these 
simple terms, as invoking at this point the idea of someone else’s 
judgment agreeing or disagreeing with one of yours would render 
the account incompatible with the principle of alethic priority. In or-
der for your judgment to agree or disagree with mine, the way things 
are represented as being by the conscious sentence that produces 
your conviction has to coincide with the way things are represented 
as being by the conscious sentence that produces mine. Availing our-
selves of this notion would amount to invoking semantic features of 
judgments in our account of alethic assessment.

The way forward for the pragmatist at this point is to invoke the 
phenomenon of interpretation.21 We have introduced conscious sen-
tences as the representatives in the stream of consciousness of pos-
sible states of affairs and the immediate objects of conviction. But 
conscious sentences play an important additional role: we use them 
to index or tag the representational states of others, including their 
judgments and the beliefs they manifest, in the procedure that we 

21 I think there are important similarities between the role that interpretation 
plays in this construal of alethic assessment and the role that it plays, according to 
Donald Davidson, in the concept of truth (Davidson 1990: 295-96). John Collins 
offers an insightful summary of Davidson’s line of reasoning on this point (Collins 
2002: 520). For a defence of the pragmatist character of Davidson’s position, see 
Rorty 1986.
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refer to as interpretation.22 We can think of these indexings as con-
scious sentences that embed other conscious sentences, postulating 
a relation between our interpretee’s judgment and the embedded 
conscious sentence. These interpretative conscious sentences, like 
our other conscious sentences, may or may not produce conviction, 
positive or negative, when they are brought to consciousness.

The judgments that we interpret as agreeing with ours are those 
that we index with conscious sentences towards which we feel con-
viction of the same sign (positive or negative); the ones that we inter-
pret as disagreeing with ours are those that we index with conscious 
sentences towards which we feel conviction of the opposite sign.23 
This feature of the practice is represented in our final rule:

Interpretation Rule: Assess someone else’s positive judgment as true 
and someone else’s negative judgment as false if and only if you 
have indexed it with a conscious sentence that produces positive 
conviction in you. Assess someone else’s positive judgment as 
false and someone else’s negative judgment as true if and only if 
you have indexed it with a conscious sentence that produces nega-
tive conviction in you.24

9 Empiricist pragmatism and the fightback argument

Empiricist pragmatism proposes to take the Basic Rule, the Ascent 
Rule and the Interpretation Rule as defining the practice of alethic 

22 For the picture of interpretation as an indexing exercise, see Churchland 
1979: 100-7. In Churchland’s version of the approach, the items that serve as 
indices are propositions, but he sees viability as independent of any special view 
concerning the nature of propositions. He thinks the approach would work even 
if we thought of propositions as sentences.

23 Huw Price has highlighted the need for a rule along these lines in the char-
acterisation of our conversational practice (Price 2011: 164).

24 This formulation of the rule would still be at odds with alethic priority if 
interpretation were defined in terms of the goal of matching the judgments of 
others with conscious sentences of yours that are synonymous with the conscious 
sentences that serve as the objects of those judgments. The proposal needs to 
employ a construal of interpretation on which its goal is not defined in semantic 
terms. See Zalabardo 2016 for further discussion.
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assessment. To assess judgments as true or false is, the pragmatist 
claims, to assess them according to these rules.25 The approach satis-
fies our criteria. Notice, first, that it sustains an analysis of SATs that 
doesn’t pose the problem of reflective knowledge. Alethic assess-
ment of your own current judgments necessarily follows the con-
victions that figure in these judgments — positive judgments can 
only be assessed as true; negative judgments can only be assessed as 
false. Assessments that depart from this pattern simply don’t qualify 
as alethic. It follows that if we think of alethic assessments as judg-
ments, then your alethic assessment of one of your current judgments 
(i.e. a SAT) will have to be treated as having the same content as the 
target judgment — the way the assessment represents things as be-
ing will have to coincide with the way the target judgment represents 
things as being. Hence, if you know that things stand as the target 
judgment represents them, there is no further question of whether 
you know that they stand as your alethic assessment — your SAT 
— represents them. The problem of reflective knowledge doesn’t 
arise. But, second, this is achieved without violating alethic priority, 
since the pragmatist explication of alethic assessment doesn’t invoke 
semantic features of judgments. Truth, as construed by empiricist 
pragmatism, can then figure in our account of the content of judg-
ments without circularity.

We’ve seen that the advocate of SRB could try to defuse the 
threat of the problem of reflective knowledge with the fightback ar-
gument, arguing that the problem arises from an inadequate analysis 
of SATs. But pursuing this strategy requires identifying an alterna-
tive to the predicative analysis of SATs for which the problem doesn’t 
arise. Deflationism can play this role so long as we are prepared to 
forsake alethic priority. Empiricist pragmatism serves the same pur-
pose without paying this price. For the advocate of SRB (or SC) and 
alethic priority, the problem of reflective knowledge provides sup-
port for empiricist pragmatism.26

25 See Zalabardo 2016 for some ways in which the proposal will need to be 
fine-tuned.

26 I am grateful to Josep Corbí and Jordi Valor for inviting me to take part in the 
1st Blasco Disputatio. The present paper is not so much my contribution to the sym-
posium as an attempt to address concerns raised by my co-symposiast, Marian David. 
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Abstract
According to metaphysical realism, we would have to compare our 
thought with mind-independent reality, if we want to gain knowledge 
about the world. Such a comparison is impossible. Yet we can gain 
knowledge about the world. So metaphysical realism is false. — I take 
this to be the historically most influential argumentative line oppos-
ing metaphysical realism. The paper develops this argument, the Main 
Anti-Realist Argument, in more detail and offers a brief critical discus-
sion of its crucial assumptions.
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Consider the following argument; it is an argument against meta-
physical realism, and its general drift should seem rather familiar:

We cannot step outside our own minds to compare our thoughts 
with mind-independent reality. Yet, on the realist correspon-
dence view of truth, this is what we would have to do to gain 
knowledge of the world. We would have to access reality as it is in 
itself, to determine whether our thoughts correspond to it. Since 
all our access to the world is mediated by our cognition, this is 
impossible. Hence, on realism, knowledge of the world would 
be impossible. Since knowledge of the world is possible, realism 
must be wrong.

Metaphysical realism is usually identified as the view that much of 
the world is mind-independent and that truth is correspondence be-
tween thought and the world. Anti-realism is opposed to this view. 
As I see it, the argument sketched above is (in some form or other) a 
crucially important motivation driving anti-realist attitudes. The ar-
gument says, in a nutshell, that metaphysical realism must inevitably 
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succumb to global skepticism about the external world, and must, 
therefore, be wrong. I will call it the Main Anti-Realist Argument.

My formulation of the argument is a bit loose. This is deliber-
ate. I intend it to capture a theme, a motif, recurring in anti-realist 
thought. Anti-realists of all persuasions — pragmatists, positivists, 
neo-positivists, verificationists, classical idealists, transcendental 
idealists, existentialists, post-modernists — have aimed versions of 
this sort of argument, variations on this theme, against their meta-
physical realist targets. Actually, I tend to think that this theme is in 
fact the anti-realist leitmotif; that it has been (and still is) the stron-
gest attracting force drawing people away from metaphysical realism 
and towards anti-realist positions, or making such positions appear 
tempting. I will not try to argue for this claim here. I hope you find 
it sufficiently compelling to stay with me.1

My aim in this paper is to identify some of the operative assump-
tions that enter into the Main Anti-Realist Argument. I will raise 
some pertinent critical questions about these assumptions, but I will 
not discuss them in very much detail in this paper — that would be 
on the agenda of a much larger project. Here, I just want to identify 
some of the main points pertaining to the argument that I suggest 
need looking after and to comment on them briefly.

I begin with two somewhat preliminary points: one concerns the 
relation between metaphysical realism and correspondence truth; 
the other concerns the role played by skepticism, or rather, the de-
nial of skepticism, in the Main Anti-Realist Argument.

The Main Anti-Realist Argument assumes (or maybe better: 
those who wield the argument assume) that metaphysical realism is 
tied very closely to the correspondence theory of truth — I have deliber-
ately formulated the argument above as incorporating this assump-
tion. The assumption is problematic. It raises a terminological issue, 
concerning the proper use of the label ‘metaphysical realism’, as well 
as a substantive issue, concerning the relation between the thesis of 

1 José Zalabardo has pointed out to me that Anthony Brueckner published 
a paper entitled “The Anti-Realist’s Master Argument” in 1992. The paper is 
concerned with a Dummett-style anti-realist argument, concerning the theory of 
linguistic meaning and evidence-transcendent truth-conditions. Times change. 
From today’s perspective, it seems that the more traditional argument outlined 
here never lost its title to being the main argument opposing realism.
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mind-independence (i.e. the thesis that much of the world is mind-
independent) and the correspondence theory of truth. Take the lat-
ter issue, the substantive one, first.

Advocates of arguments along the lines of the Main Argument 
typically treat mind-independence and correspondence-truth as a 
package deal (if they distinguish them at all), presupposing (or talk-
ing as if they presuppose) that one entails the other. Strictly speak-
ing, this is wrong. Mind-independence does not entail correspon-
dence-truth: one can consistently embrace mind-independence and 
reject any form of correspondence theory. For example, advocates of 
deflationist theories of truth hold that truth has no nature and reject 
the correspondence theory, usually on the grounds that the notion of 
correspondence is redundant or defective in some way, or not scien-
tifically respectable. Advocates of primitivism about truth reject the 
correspondence theory on the grounds that truth is not definable in 
any sense of ‘definable’. Such anti-correspondence views about truth 
are not, a fortiori, committed to the rejection of mind-independence. 

Now for the terminological issue. The label ‘metaphysical real-
ism’ is often applied to the package of mind-independence and corre-
spondence-truth. If so, the assumption that realism, in this sense, is 
tied to correspondence truth is of course not problematic, and an ar-
gument targeting primarily correspondence-truth, such as the Main 
Anti-Realist Argument, will obviously be an argument against real-
ism thus defined. However, since mind-independence does not re-
ally entail correspondence-truth, the package is, logically speaking, 
a mere conjunction, hence such an argument, while attacking real-
ism thus defined, will not automatically attack the thesis of mind-
independence. This is awkward, because it is the thesis of mind-in-
dependence that is the real target of most anti-realist argumentation. 
If, on the other hand, the label ‘metaphysical realism’ is applied more 
narrowly, and by my lights more properly, namely to the thesis of 
mind-independence only, then the assumption that realism, in this 
sense, is tied to correspondence truth is false, and the Main Argu-
ment, since it proceeds by attacking correspondence-truth, is bound 
not to reach its intended target.

What to do?
One might look into the question whether there can be (or wheth-

er there already is) an argument attacking metaphysical realism that 
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is recognizably similar to the Main Argument but does not proceed 
by attacking the correspondence theory of truth. This strikes me as 
potentially interesting, but I won’t pursue it here.

Note that the opponents of metaphysical realism are by no means 
alone in treating mind-independence and correspondence-truth as a 
package deal. Philosophers advocating mind-independence (or tak-
ing it for granted) have typically also advocated some form of corre-
spondence theory of truth (or have taken it for granted). Moreover, 
this is hardly a coincidence: mind-independence and the correspon-
dence theory do go together nicely; their logical independence not-
withstanding, they make for a very natural package. In view of the 
historical importance of this combination, it is helpful for certain 
purposes, I think, to continue this (strictly speaking questionable) 
tradition and to treat mind-independence and correspondence-truth 
as a package deal, which is what I am going to do in this paper; and 
following a closely related (questionable) tradition, I will continue to 
use the label ‘metaphysical realism’ for the package deal.

Returning briefly, by way of an afterthought, to the substantive 
issue, I want to note that the correspondence theory of truth does 
not entail mind-independence either. This is easy to tell from the fact 
that one can advocate a position combining the thesis of mind-depen-
dence with a commitment to correspondence-truth, e.g.: ‘A judg-
ment (belief) is true iff it corresponds with some fact; and all facts 
are mind-dependent’. Advocacy of a correspondence theory of truth 
may carry the (Gricean) implicature of mind-independence (meta-
physical realism), but this implicature can be cancelled. Though this 
is not, strictly speaking, directly relevant to the topic at hand, it is 
of some interest for a proper understanding of the relation between 
anti-realism and realism in general.2

My second preliminary point concerns the role played by external-
world skepticism, or rather, the denial of external-world skepticism, in 
the Main Anti-Realist Argument. Note that the argument divides 
into two stages. The irst stage, making up the bulk of the formulation 

2 As to realism and the correspondence theory, note that realists have to resist 
the temptation to build mind-independence into the definition of truth, along the 
lines of: ‘A judgment is true iff it corresponds with some mind-independent fact’. 
Since mental states are not mind-independent, such a definition would, absurdly, 
imply that all judgments about mental states are untrue.
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above, ends with the intermediate conclusion that, given metaphysi-
cal realism, knowledge of the external world would be impossible. 
The second stage comes with the very last sentence, which says that 
knowledge of the external world is possible, from which it is con-
cluded that metaphysical realism must be wrong.

As far as the first stage is concerned, its import might be entirely 
skeptical: taking metaphysical realism for granted, one might go on 
to infer that we cannot have any knowledge of an external world. 
The first stage leads into an argument against realism only if, and as 
soon as, one adds, by way of the second stage, the denial of skepticism 
concerning our knowledge of the external world, thus reaching, by 
modus tollens, the rejection of metaphysical realism as the conclusion 
of the overall argument.

Note that the premise required at the second stage for the turn 
against realism is not that we actually have knowledge of the exter-
nal world. Since the first stage of the argument claims that, on the 
realist view, knowledge of the world would be impossible, all that is 
required for the second stage is: knowledge of the world is possible. 
The Main Anti-Realist Argument thus takes the form of a transcen-
dental argument against metaphysical realism.

Consider, by way of comparison, the following passage from 
Kant’s Jäsche Logic — which I should be quoting in any case, because 
this passage served to some extent as a model for my formulation of 
the Main Argument:

Truth, it is said, consists in the agreement of cognition with its object. 
In consequence of this mere nominal explanation, my cognition, to 
count as true, is supposed to agree with its object. Now I can compare 
the object with my cognition, however, only by cognizing it. Hence my 
cognition is supposed to confirm itself, which is far short from being 
sufficient for truth. For since the object is outside me, the cognition 
in me, all I can ever pass judgment on is whether my cognition of the 
object agrees with my cognition of the object. The ancients called such 
a circle in explanation a diallelon. (Kant 1800: Introduction VII).

The passage covers only the first stage of an argument against 
metaphysical realism: the ground is prepared, but the actual turn 
against realism is not executed (not yet?). Kant brings up the cor-
respondence theory of truth, and then questions the utility of 



Marian David178

correspondence as a criterion or test of truth (“my cognition, to count 
as true [um als wahr zu gelten], is supposed to agree with its object”); 
and he questions it radically: given that truth is correspondence with 
the external world, he says, we can’t have any knowledge of the ex-
ternal world. The import of the passage could be entirely skeptical.

As far as Kant is concerned, it is not clear to me whether his over-
all view might be adequately summarized by saying that he would 
continue from here by rejecting skepticism, and, consequently, re-
jecting metaphysical realism, embracing his transcendental idealism 
instead. Maybe this would be too simplistic, even as a short summary 
of Kant’s brand of anti-realism. However, I am sure that many other 
anti-realists will agree wholeheartedly with the passage from Kant 
and will continue in the manner described, though they might well 
arrive at a brand of anti-realism different from Kant’s transcendental 
idealism.

Having distinguished two stages of the Main Anti-Realist Argu-
ment, I will focus exclusively on the first stage for the remainder of 
this paper. The second, anti-skeptical stage of the argument, execut-
ing the anti-realist turn, is of course crucial. Nevertheless, I will set 
it aside. The denial of skepticism is not where the action is in the 
debate between anti-realists and realists. That debate turns rather on 
the issues mooted in the first stage of the argument, especially on the 
distinctive theme of “comparing” cognition (thought, belief) with its 
object (reality, facts). For ease of reference, I repeat my formulation 
of the argument here:

We cannot step outside our own minds to compare our thoughts 
with mind-independent reality. Yet, on the realist correspon-
dence view of truth, this is what we would have to do to gain 
knowledge of the world. We would have to access reality as it is in 
itself, to determine whether our thoughts correspond to it. Since 
all our access to the world is mediated by our cognition, this is 
impossible. Hence, on realism, knowledge of the world would 
be impossible. Since knowledge of the world is possible, realism 
must be wrong.

Focusing on what I called the first stage of the argument (the 
whole text, minus the last sentence), we can distinguish two aspects 
or parts within that first stage. One part, call it the irst part, says 
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that there is something we cannot do, namely compare our thoughts 
with reality to ascertain a relevant correspondence relation holding 
between them (Can’t Compare). The second part says that we have to do 
it, on a realist correspondence account of truth, if we are to obtain 
knowledge of the world (Must Compare).

I will look at the second part first.
The following line of reasoning seems to figure crucially in this 

second part: If truth is correspondence with reality, then, since 
knowledge requires truth, we have to know that our beliefs corre-
spond with reality, if we are to know anything about reality.

A point of clarification. The relevant claim here is not that, on the 
assumption that truth is correspondence with reality, I have to know 
the general proposition that my beliefs correspond with reality, in order 
to know anything about reality. The intended claim must be, rather, 
that with respect to any given belief of mine, I have to know of that 
belief that it corresponds with reality, in order for that belief to con-
stitute a piece of knowledge. So, for example, the claim is: given that 
truth is correspondence with reality, to know that my shirt is grey, 
I have to know of my belief that my shirt is grey that it corresponds 
with reality.

But how, one should ask, does knowledge of the nature of truth 
enter into a necessary condition for knowledge of such humdrum 
matters as the color of my shirt? There is a double-move being made 
in the line of reasoning above. It starts, importantly, from the in-
nocuous observation that knowledge requires truth (this brings truth 
into the picture), and then moves quickly, via assumptions (1) and 
(2), see below, to a lemma, (3), saying that, given realism, in order 
to know something, one needs to know of one’s belief that it cor-
responds with reality.

(1) S knows p, only if S knows of her belief p that it is true.

(2) If truth = correspondence with reality, then S knows of her 
belief p that it is true, only if S knows of her belief p that it 
corresponds with reality.

(3) If truth = correspondence with reality, then S knows p, only 
if S knows of her belief p that it corresponds with reality.
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The first move is made with assumption (1). It may look innocu-
ous enough, merely reminding us of the initial, the uncontentious 
clauses in the analysis of propositional knowledge. But note that as-
sumption (1) is not actually underwritten by the analysis of knowl-
edge, whose initial, uncontentious clauses run like this: ‘S knows p, 
only if (i) S believes p, (ii) p is true, (iii)…’. Knowledge does indeed 
require truth, but this point yields no more than the requirement 
that your belief has to be true in order to constitute a piece of knowl-
edge (the innocuous point); it does not yield the requirement that, 
in order for your belief to constitute a piece of knowledge, you also 
have to know, or even believe, that your belief is true.

Three opposing considerations seem especially pertinent con-
cerning assumption (1). First, there are subjects (small children, 
higher animals) who know things without having the conceptual re-
sources to form meta-beliefs about the truth of their own beliefs. 
The assumption belongs to an epistemological tradition that tended 
to over-intellectualize knowledge. Second, acquisition of informa-
tion comes through perception and reasoning. Even with respect to 
subjects who clearly are in a position to form meta-beliefs about the 
truth of their own beliefs, perception and reasoning do not normal-
ly deliver, and certainly do not have to deliver, such meta-beliefs. 
Third, the assumption intimates that knowledge about the world can 
be acquired only via inference from known premises about the truth 
of one’s own beliefs. This is quite implausible. Perceptual knowl-
edge never works that way. Inferential knowledge might, in certain 
special cases, but usually does not. Note especially that, even when 
you acquire knowledge through an informant known by you to be 
reliable, the meta-premise in play would be that her, the informant’s, 
professed belief is true, not that your own belief is true.

The second move is made with assumption (2). Assumption (1) 
functioned to pave the way by bringing truth into the picture. As-
sumption (2) now aims to build on this and to bring in the corre-
spondence account of the nature of truth. Of course, truth and its 
nature are in the picture already, in one way: since knowledge re-
quires that your belief be true, it requires that your belief corre-
spond with reality, given the correspondence account of truth. But 
our argument is not satisfied with this innocuous point (though hav-
ing it in the background may help lending some credibility to the 
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argument). Our argument wants to bring the nature of truth into 
the picture in an importantly different way. Assumptions (1) and (2) 
between them aim to put, as it were, the nature of truth into the 
content of a knower’s meta-belief. They aim to require that, in order 
to know anything, p, however mundane, the subject must be aware 
of the correspondence nature of truth; and they aim to put this re-
quirement at the feet of the realist correspondence account of truth.

There are two main opposing considerations that seem especially 
pertinent here. First, assumption (2) should be charged with com-
mitting an intensional fallacy, similar to: If a = b, S knows that a is 
F, only if S knows that b is F. Only in this case the fallacy involves a 
property identity: If being F = being G, S knows of a that it is F, only 
if S knows of a that it is G. (That is: If being true = corresponding with 
reality, then S knows of a belief a that it is true, only if S knows of a 
that it corresponds with reality.) Using this kind of reasoning, one 
might argue, fallaciously: Since water is H2O, our ancestors knew 
that they were drinking water, only if they knew that they were 
drinking H2O; and since they didn’t know they were drinking H2O, 
they didn’t know that they were drinking water.

Second, assumption (2) should be charged with failing to proper-
ly distinguish a (proposed) definition or account of the nature truth, 
on the one hand, from a process or procedure by which one comes to 
know that something is true, on the other hand.3 A definition of the 
nature of F does not have to, and often will not, provide any sort of  
procedure for coming to know whether something is F. Specifically, 
a definition of the nature of truth, an advocate of the correspondence 
account ought to insist, does not have to provide a procedure for 
coming to know whether something is true; and the correspondence 

3 In this context it may be illuminating to take a second look at the beginning 
of the Kant passage from the Jäsche Logic, cited above, where Kant says that, in 
consequence of the correspondence definition, his cognition “to count as true 
[um als wahr zu gelten], is supposed to agree with its object”. Note the neat double 
function of the phrase ‘to count as true’. Looking back at the definition of truth, 
this can be read in the spirit of ‘to count as true by the lights of the definition’, 
that is, as: ‘to be true’. Looking forward to his bringing up epistemic matters, it 
lends itself to be read as: ‘to be rationally believed to be true’. Read both ways at 
once, it serves to make an illegitimate transition from the definition of truth to 
epistemic matters pertaining to how one comes to know that something is true.
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account does not, and is not intended to, provide such a procedure. 
One can come to know that a liquid is water from the way it looks 
and tastes (etc.), one does not have to go through its H2O-nature, 
performing a chemical analysis, to come to know that it is water. 
Similarly for truth. Though, admittedly, there is also a disanalogy, 
because going through the chemical analysis does provide one good 
way of coming to know that a liquid is water. This does not seem to 
be the case with the correspondence theory. How does one come to 
know of one’s own belief p that it is true? Here is one good way. First 
you come to know p. Then you reflect (for some reason) on your own 
beliefs, coming to believe and know that you have the belief p, then 
you infer that your belief p is true, exploiting or presupposing your 
(implicit?) knowledge of the principle that p entails that p is true.

Much hinges in this connection on the general question of what 
is required for a definition or account of something to be adequate. 
A requirement to the effect that a definition of being F is adequate, 
only if it leads directly to a procedure for finding out whether some-
thing is F would work against the line taken above by the advocate 
of a realist correspondence account of truth. On the other hand, 
such a requirement on definitional adequacy seems motivated only 
on the background of some form of anti-realist position (verifica-
tionism, operationalism, pragmatism). Hence, bringing it up at this 
point would seem to beg the question against metaphysical realism.

Up to now I have deliberately kept at arm’s length the crucial 
theme of comparing thought with reality, trying to get an idea about 
how much ground the Main Anti-Realist Argument will cover with-
out going into it. Now is the point where the comparison-theme has 
to enter, by way of assumption (4), which leads to the conclusion, 
(5), of the second part of the argument, saying that, on the realist 
correspondence theory of truth, one can know something, only if 
one has compared one’s belief with reality:

(4) S knows of her belief p that it corresponds with reality, only 
if S has compared her belief p with reality.

(5) If truth = correspondence with reality, S knows p, only if S 
has compared her belief p with reality.

Here is a consideration opposing assumption (4) that builds on a 
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point made above in the discussion of assumption (2). I said that one 
good way of coming to know of one’s belief p that it is true is this: 
First one comes to know p. Then one reflects (for some reason) on 
one’s own beliefs, coming to know that one holds the belief p; then 
one infers that one’s belief p is true. This, I said vis à vis (2), is how 
one can come to know of one’s belief p that it is true, without know-
ing of one’s belief p that it corresponds with reality. Now, if one does 
know the correspondence account of truth, if one does know that 
truth is correspondence with reality, the continuation of the story 
works against assumption (4). Given one knows of one’s belief p that 
it is true, and given one knows that truth is correspondence with 
reality, one can come to know that one’s belief p corresponds with 
reality without having to compare one’s belief p with reality.

Consider now the consequent of the conclusion (5): S knows p, 
only if S has compared her belief p with reality. As a general con-
dition on knowledge, this should strike you as very strange. Much 
(most) acquisition of information does not proceed by comparing be-
liefs one already has with anything. Perceptual processes and infer-
ence processes do not proceed by comparing beliefs one already has, 
they proceed by forming beliefs which, under the right conditions, 
then constitute pieces of knowledge. Talk of ‘comparing’ drops out 
of the picture, when one thinks of how perception and inference 
based on perception lead to the formation of beliefs: for the most 
part, talk of ‘comparing’ is just a bad metaphor.

Yet, the second part of the Main Argument nevertheless claims 
that metaphysical realism, because it takes truth to be correspon-
dence with reality, is committed to the view that one knows some-
thing, only if one has compared one’s belief with reality. The rea-
son for this claim being mainly assumptions (1), (2), and (4), which 
harbor an ill-motivated meta-knowledge requirement on knowledge, 
an intensional fallacy, the failure to distinguish definitions from de-
scriptions of procedures for the acquisition of knowledge, and a bad 
general picture of the workings of the acquisition of knowledge.

However, the picture of knowing by comparing is not entirely 
wrong. Sometimes, it seems, we do compare, namely when we check 
the accuracy of beliefs we already have, when we test our beliefs or 
theories. The second part of the Main Argument, then, treats all 
coming to know as checking, all knowing as having checked. This 
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is wrong, even if there are cases where one does come to know by 
checking one’s beliefs — even if there are many such cases: their 
numbers are still small compared to the massive amount of cases 
where one acquires knowledge without checking.

I turn now briefly to the other part of the Main Anti-Realist Ar-
gument, the first part. Remember, it said that we cannot do what 
according to the second part we have to do, namely compare our 
beliefs with reality to ascertain that the relation of correspondence 
holds between them.  

The first part of the Main Argument focuses on comparing cogni-
tion (beliefs) with reality (facts, things and their properties). But its 
central claim seems to apply quite generally to comparing anything 
with anything: beliefs with facts, facts with facts, things with things, 
beliefs with beliefs (cognitions with cognitions). The central claim 
made by the first part seems to be:

Can’t Compare: We can never compare X itself with Y itself, we can 
only compare our cognition of X with our cognition of Y.

Taken seriously, this claim would launch an infinite regress, for 
obviously my cognition of X and my cognition of Y will themselves be 
new items, X and Y, which, according to the claim, I can’t compare 
directly; instead, I can only compare my cognitions of these cogni-
tions, and so on. If the claim is not to lead to the conclusion that 
nothing can ever be compared with anything, it has to be restricted. 
The intended restriction must be to items that are not themselves 
cognitions, that is X and Y must not be cognitions; for the Main Ar-
gument assumes, apparently, that we can compare our cognitions.

Here is a weaker claim, not leading immediately into trouble, 
which one might grant at least for the sake of argument (keeping in 
mind that X and Y are not cognitions):

Can Compare Only If: I can compare my cognition of X with Y only 
by employing a further cognition, namely a cognition of Y.

Say this is true (and let us suppress worries about how, exactly, 
‘cognition of X’ is to be spelled out). Say I can compare my cognition 
of X with Y only by employing a cognition of Y. This does not show 
that what I end up comparing thereby is merely my cognition of X 
with my cognition of Y. But this is the thesis the Main Anti-Realist 
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Argument would need. It is hard to see where this negative thesis is 
supposed to come from. The above claim tells me that I can do one 
thing, A, only by doing another thing, B. Because of just this, I am 
supposed to accept the strong negative conclusion that I cannot really 
do A after all, that I can merely do A*, which is different from A, 
and which is not what is wanted or needed. Yet, no further reason is 
provided for this negative conclusion. Even granting the claim above, 
the alternative hypothesis is still available, namely the hypothesis that 
I can do A, from which it follows, given the claim above, that the way 
to do A, apparently, is by doing B. That is, even granting the claim 
Can Compare Only If, the hypothesis is available that I can compare my 
cognition of X with Y, namely by employing (among other things) a 
cognition of Y.4
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Abstract
What is the concept of knowledge for? What does it do for us? This 
question cannot be severed from considerations about what we do by 
using it. In this paper, I propose to view the point of our concept of 
knowledge in terms of a device for acknowledging epistemic authority 
in a social and normative space in which we share valuable informa-
tion. It is our way of collectively expressing the acknowledgment we 
owe to others because of their being creditable when engaged in the 
task of knowing. By using the concept of knowledge we are not just 
marking the epistemic positions we occupy, we are also acknowledging 
epistemic authority and indicating the advisability of taking oneself or 
others as “ready” for the transmission of authority.
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1 Introduction

The analytical project in epistemology has been undertaken with 
the prospect of elucidating the very nature of knowledge by concep-
tual analysis. Maybe the assumption behind the project is that our 
concepts relect (though maybe imperfectly) the structure of reality. 
So does our concept of knowledge. Hence the lure of a project that 
seeks to provide necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge. 
It would reveal what knowledge is.

Edward Craig in his fascinating book Knowledge and the State of 
Nature (1990) has proposed to refocus traditional concerns in episte-
mology and move from the analytic project towards a new synthetic 
one in which the point and the purpose of our concept of knowledge 
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play the main role. What is the concept of knowledge for? What does 
it do for us? This question cannot be easily severed from consider-
ations about what we do by using it. This will be the focus of my pa-
per. Nothing in it should be understood as giving a key to grasping 
its content. I don’t believe that just focusing on our uses or on the 
presumed point of the concept is enough to determine its content. 
Nevertheless I will try to argue for a sort of functional account of our 
concept of knowledge in which its actual uses are central. I will hold 
that the purpose of the concept is better understood as a device for 
acknowledging epistemic authority in a social and normative space 
in which we share valuable information. If paying attention to the 
concept of knowledge is of epistemological significance, it is mainly 
because the very introduction of this conceptual resource transforms 
the cognitive practices of a community.

The paper proceeds as follows. In the next section, I present some 
reasons why we should care about the role of the concept of knowl-
edge. The phenomenon of human knowledge is shaped by the very 
conceptual resources we deploy to talk about it. After that, I discuss 
two recent accounts on the point of the concept: the certification 
view and Brandom’s expressive view. Both provide core features of 
our concept and hide others, particularly the need that knowledge 
should mark an achievement in which agents deserve credit for attaining 
the truth. The last two sections develop my own view on the point of 
the concept: first, by distinguishing between what I will call a space 
of epistemic positions and a space of credibility, I claim that one of 
the points of the concept derives from the need to detect the gap in 
our projection of one space towards the other. Secondly, by focusing 
on first-person uses of the concept, I argue that its point is to single 
out those performances of the epistemic agent that are creditable, in 
such a way that they serve as an authority for others.

2 Why care about the role of the concept of knowledge?

The concept of knowledge is pervasive, evaluative, agential, and ob-
jective. Pervasive and ubiquitous: ‘know’ is one of the most used 
verbs, appears in every language and is learned very early in infancy 
(Nagel 2014). Evaluative: ‘know’ is used to assess the life of cog-
nitive agents; when we state that someone knows, either because 
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one claims oneself to know or because one attributes knowledge to 
others, we are presupposing that certain standards or norms have 
been met. Agential: agents engaged in cognitive tasks and practices 
are the primary units of epistemic assessment; in general, epistemic 
evaluation has to do with how agents get the truth (Sosa 2007). Finally, 
objective: there must be an objective answer to the question of when 
the concept has been correctly applied.

So it does not seem contentious to me that the notion of knowl-
edge plays a central role in our conceptual scheme and in our in-
tellectual and practical life. But this set of features that shapes the 
importance of the concept does not answer by itself the significance 
of enquiring about the point and the purpose of the concept. Why 
expect that an answer to the question about what it does for us, as 
Craig used to say, or what we do with it, as I like to frame it, will be 
illuminating about knowledge itself?

Remember Craig:

Knowledge is not a given phenomenon, but something that we delin-
eate by operating with a concept which we create in answer to certain 
needs, or in pursuit of certain ideals. The concept of water, on the 
other hand, is determined by the nature of water itself and our experi-
ence of it (Craig 1990: 3).

This remark needs to be correctly understood: first, the inter-
est in the human phenomenon of knowledge lies in the fact that we 
primarily learn what knowledge is within a social and cultural niche 
and that we do it by responding to our experience as cognitive be-
ings that exchange information and cooperate on the basis of shared 
information within a context where there sometimes exist strong 
informational asymmetries; second, the possession of the concept of 
knowledge contributes to transforming our cognitive and epistemic 
practices within this social and cultural niche. The very phenom-
enon of knowing is shaped by our use of the concept of knowledge, a 
use that perhaps answers to certain needs or ideals, as Craig says, to 
certain demands that are couched in the social and practical role the 
concept plays within the human ecological niche.

This reading delineates a view that takes social cognitive ecology 
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seriously.1 The main focus should be on those practices that turn 
around the acquisition of information and their evaluation in a so-
cial and cultural setting. But this has to be completed by a view on 
how normative domains take over these practices characteristic of 
an information-sharing social species (Sosa 2011, 2015) or  “highly 
gregarious, deeply interdependent cognizers” (Kusch 2011). There is 
no contradiction in claiming that knowledge is a sort of “ecological 
kind” and that our concept of knowledge responds to social epis-
temic norms set by needs encountered within our ecological niche. 
We build our ecological niche by engaging in the transformation of 
our practices and our epistemic conceptual resources are crucial tools in 
building a human cognitive niche.

3 The certification view

Literature has provided us with a plethora of proposals about the 
role and purpose of the concept of knowledge. Rorty, in his classic 
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), introduced the idea that 
epistemic concepts serve to praise and blame the subject and that 
this explains its role in social practices. Blackburn writes in the same 
spirit: “We need a role for the epistemic concepts, and the role which 
seems most natural is that of ranking and selecting titles to respect” 
(1984: 169-70). Along the same lines, Brandom has proposed that 
epistemic concepts are expressive concepts that make explicit our 
commitments and responsibilities in discursive practices (Brandom 
1994, 2000, 2010). Austin used to say that the notion of knowledge 
plays the role of giving assurance to others (Austin 1949). Craig has 
introduced an especially influential view: the concept of knowledge 
fulfills some needs in our social cognitive ecology; its point is mainly 
to flag good informants and approved sources of information (Craig 
1990, Sosa 2011, Greco 2012). More recently, some other roles have 
been proposed, like regulating inquiry (the concept of knowledge in-
dicates when the agents may/ought to end their inquiry, Kappel 2010 
and Kelp 2011) or distinguishing between kinds of blame for violat-
ing normative expectations in cooperative settings (Beebe 2012).

It is not my intention to add a new item to this list; in fact, I do 

1 See Gerken, Kallestrup, Kappel and Pritchard 2011.
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not see them as fully incompatible. I think that there is much conver-
gence in the facts they point to, and probably the concept of knowl-
edge does not answer to a unique need or set of needs (Beebe 2012). 
My aim is to indicate how the illumination of the practical role of 
the concept of knowledge is crucial to our understanding of how our 
epistemic conceptual doings contribute to shape our cognitive prac-
tices. The important thing is how we view each other as knowers 
when we participate in a community where epistemic standings are 
identified by using such a tool as the concept of knowledge.

Among the proposals that I have just mentioned, two stand out as 
more promising for this task: the first, that has been called by Kelp 
(2011) the certiication view (see also Kappel 2010), provides a practi-
cal explanation of the concept of knowledge as having the function 
of being an inquiry-stopper; the second understands the concept of 
knowledge as an expressive tool that makes explicit what is implicit 
in social discursive practices (Brandom 2010). Both of them give 
us some hints about how the concept of knowledge transforms our 
practices of inquiry and information-sharing. Both of them seem to 
me, however, insufficient or incomplete.

Just a few words about the certification view. The central idea is 
that the concept of knowledge helps us to indicate adequate inquiry 
stoppers, a need that derives from our concerns with truth, the costs 
associated with pursuing inquiries to establish truths and the fact 
that there is no natural stopping position (Kappel 2010). The point 
of the concept is given by the recognition that we need a device to 
express “the attitude that our epistemic position with respect to a 
particular proposition is now so good that we should stop further 
enquiry whether p” (Kappel 2010: 77). There is a remarkable dif-
ference with other proposals along the same lines: Kelp (2011), for 
instance, formulates that need in terms of permissibility and not in 
terms of obligation. The role is to indicate when the agent “may end 
the inquiry” or, in other words, when it is (epistemically) permissible 
for him to take the proposition as true. It is certainly valuable for us 
to have predicates that express epistemic evaluations of our epistemic 
positions and one of them is the knowledge-predicate, whose role is to 
make judgments about when someone is in a suficiently good epistemic 
position such that one may/ought to take the truth of p for granted in 
one’s practical and theoretical deliberation (this is a modification of 
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Kappel 2010: 79).
This view is clearly aligned with the main tenets of Craig’s pro-

posal. The point of the concept is to flag approved sources of infor-
mation, that is, where to look for in order to get reliable information. 
This need is fulfilled by an ancestor of our concept of knowledge, 
which following Kusch we can call ‘proto-knowledge’ (Kusch 2011). 
Remember that this ancestor is anchored to perspectival and pur-
pose-relative needs; so a process of objectivisation is required to get 
our concept of knowledge. But to evaluate informants is not the only 
need within a social cognitive niche. We also need to evaluate in-
quiries undertaken by epistemic subjects. So we can also develop a 
notion of protoknowledge whose function is “to flag when agents may 
adequately terminate inquiry” (Kelp 2011). The idea is that this function 
also has to be conceived as not purpose-relative. It is easy to see that 
the end of our inquiry can be motivated by many different reasons, 
not all of them having the required epistemic import. There is also 
here a huge diversity and variability of interests that could enter into 
our judgments about when the inquiry may, or even should, termi-
nate. Our concept of knowledge should abstract away from these 
vagaries of inquiry; and it is difficult to see how the pressure to ob-
jectivisation could finally give us a concept that exclusively responds 
to epistemic concerns and evaluations, as the concept of knowledge 
seems to do.

Moreover, we have many other epistemic concepts that could ad-
equately answer to this need of appropriate inquiry-stoppers. For 
instance, a concept that reflects either justification to such a degree 
that it is not expected that any further considerations could reason-
ably undermine the belief that p, or the acquisition of enough co-
herence for our system of beliefs to remain stable. That could be 
sufficiently good to stop the inquiry; however, it is far from clear 
that this captures what is essential in our concept of knowledge. Let 
us consider the issue at stake in other terms: what we need is a no-
tion around which agents can coordinate their assessments, that is, 
that points to social epistemic norms that answer to the needs of an 
information-sharing social species (Sosa 2015: 170). Our epistemic 
judgments about when someone is in a sufficiently good epistemic 
position go together with the satisfaction of a set of objective stan-
dards. These do not need to be built into our notion of knowledge, 
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but they crucially shape the epistemic normative domain. It is true 
then that the coordination of our endeavours would benefit from a 
notion that marks when to stop (even provisionally) our deliberations 
and inquiries such that our epistemic standings can be considered as 
suficiently good. This could help in the identification of reliable believers 
and (once other social conditions are secured) of reliable (and trustwor-
thy) informants. But the crucial point is how these agents take part in 
the epistemic normative domain, that is, how they secure the acqui-
sition of truths through the exercise of their competences. What we 
need is a notion that marks an achievement and the construction of a 
cognitive niche where achievements are recognized as particularly 
valuable.

4 The concept of knowledge as an expressive tool

Brandom’s expressivism about epistemic concepts is worth discuss-
ing at this point. We can draw some lessons from the way Brandom 
approaches the social and practical role concepts play in our discur-
sive practices.

(i) Brandom places doings at the foreground and particularly do-
ings within discursive practices. At their core, we find assertions and 
judgments, as units of understanding and knowledge. Asserting and 
judging are both conceptual practices and implicit epistemic claims. 
The epistemic dimension of discursive practices is already given with 
conceptual application. Conceptual practices are epistemic practices 
even if we are not able to describe them by using explicit epistemic 
terms, that is, by deploying concepts like knowledge, justification, 
or reliability.

(ii) Now Brandom is also interested in the vocabulary that serves 
us to talk about our discursive practices as epistemic. Remember: as-
serting or judging that p amounts to implicitly claiming to know that 
p. But our language includes expressive concepts whose main role is to 
make explicit what remains implicit in our doings. Epistemic concepts 
play an expressive role of that sort. Their function is not to describe 
a special state or act of cognition but to allow their users to make 
explicit what remains implicit in our claims to know, that is, at the 
core of our discursive practices.

(iii) The concept of knowledge, then, is an expressive tool to 
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make explicit implicit epistemic claims within a social space of prac-
tical attitudes and normative statuses. This adds an important strand 
to Brandom’s thought. A normative status, and knowledge seems to 
be one, is always instituted by social practices. Here Brandom ex-
ploits a Rortyan motive. It seems obvious form this line of thought 
that reality itself cannot exert rational authority on us, neither in 
practical matters nor intellectual ones. Epistemic authority does not 
grow from our cognitive responses to the world; it is constituted 
by social responses in terms of mutual practical attitudes (commit-
ments, undertakings of responsibility, acknowledgement and attri-
bution). When we attribute a normative status, what we are doing is 
attributing a status instituted through social practices. In no relevant 
sense can this status grow out of our responses to how the world is.

So far so good. Now the use of an epistemic concept such as 
knowledge through an attribution to another subject makes explicit 
something that is implicit in our doings. In Brandom’s view, if such a 
concept is normative and therefore socially instituted, it has to reflect 
an interplay of practical attitudes. The schema matches the well-
known true justiied belief account in the following way. By saying that 
S knows that p, what we are doing is to make explicit this set of prac-
tical attitudes: (i) the attribution of a commitment to p or taking-true 
that p; (ii) the attribution of an entitlement to that commitment; (iii) 
my undertaking the commitment that I attribute (endorsing that p).

One interesting feature of this conception is that my perspective on 
the issue whether p (and I want here to understand my epistemic perspec-
tive) is involved in any attribution of knowledge. I cannot attribute 
knowledge that p to someone without at the same time endorsing p. 
Implicit knowledge claims also involve this interplay of perspectives. 
I cannot view myself as a knower, or so we should assume, without 
taking into account this exchange of attitudes between the epistemic 
perspectives of many actors. I cannot claim to know without view-
ing my commitment as being available for another epistemic agent to 
undertake it.2 We seem to deploy the concept of knowledge in order 

2 This does not mean that I cannot think I know something that nobody knows 
except me. Nevertheless, any claim to know is part of an interplay of perspectives 
between epistemic subjects, in such a way that implicitly I need to view my claim 
as involving a commitment that others should be disposed to undertake. Thanks 
to Javier González de Prado to draw my attention to this.
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to indicate that we share beliefs on a certain issue and under certain 
circumstances which have to do with the entitlements to believing 
thus and so. It makes sense to me the idea that if there is a norma-
tive status involved in our discursive practices something about the 
mutual perspectives of the epistemic agents needs to be taken into 
consideration. The question is whether the normative epistemic sta-
tus of knowledge one explicitly attributes can be understood without 
strengthening as well the link between the epistemic standings of 
each cognitive agent and the fact that they answer to how the world 
is. That is, without taking into consideration how we do take them 
to get the truth.

As we have seen, each assertion or judgment incorporates an im-
plicit knowledge claim. One would make it explicit by deploying the 
concept of knowledge in irst-person uses. Which practical attitudes 
are involved in the first-person case? One could say: I am taking my-
self as committed and entitled to p (what amounts to a disposition to 
attribute myself these commitments and entitlements) and obviously 
I am willing to undertake (endorse) this commitment. But here there 
is no apparent interplay of perspectives. For Brandom, this would 
mean that the truth-condition has no bearing. Remember, for him, 
“all that condition is doing is marking the coincidence of belief across 
social perspectives: I only count as knowledge beliefs that I share” 
(2009: 158). A reading coherent with this idea is that taking myself 
to be a knower is just to have the disposition to attribute to myself a 
commitment that I endorse and an entitlement to that commitment. 
Clearly this does not completely fit with Brandom’s views: taking 
myself to be a knower requires the (perhaps internalized) perspec-
tive of others sharing my commitments (not necessarily my entitle-
ments), that is, pertaining to the same community of believers. Truly 
enough, ‘knower’ is not a title that I can bestow to myself. Yet I can 
view myself as deserving this title. But if this is so, the question is: in 
virtue of what do I deserve it? It seems clear to me that the response 
cannot be that others would endorse the very same belief.

5 Epistemic standings and credibility

The remarks of the last section are not intended as an objection to 
Brandom’s view. My aim was to motivate a distinction that I think 
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important in our understanding of the role that the concept of knowl-
edge plays in our discursive practices. It is the distinction between a 
space of epistemic positions or standings and a credibility space. Every cog-
nitive subject occupies an epistemic standing regarding a proposition 
or field of propositions by the very fact of meeting shared standards 
of epistemic assessment. The relations among different cognitive 
subjects established according to differences in epistemic standings 
build a space of epistemic positions. A credibility space is basically 
fixed through the attitudes that participants in practices of informa-
tion sharing and evaluation have towards other subjects regarding 
their possible epistemic standings. The distinction takes seriously 
the idea of deserved epistemic merit without having to renounce see-
ing the social and practical dimension of our bestowing of epistemic 
titles.

Now I take both spaces as being relationally constituted. On the 
one hand, it is clear that the credibility space is essentially relational, 
because it is defined by mutual attributions and recognitions within 
a social cognitive niche. On the other hand, the space of epistemic 
positions is built through assessments that refer to sufficiently good 
epistemic positions, as they intervene in the certification view previ-
ously discussed. Nothing requires that this space be built as a space 
of absolute positions, where a sufficiently good epistemic position, 
one that answers to the normative standards whose satisfaction 
constitutes deserved epistemic merit, would be independent of any 
other position in the very same space. I consider this space, at least 
implicitly, as relational insofar as it is constituted by strong asymme-
tries in the capacities to acquire and exchange reliable information. 
But nothing in my argument depends on this understanding.

The important thing is that both spaces can remain, and in fact 
very often they are, disconnected at some points. I claim that this fact 
is reflected in the correct use of our epistemic vocabulary. Having 
learned the concept of knowledge, we should be disposed to recog-
nize that taking someone as having beliefs that others consider cred-
ible may not match the deserved epistemic merit. On the one hand, 
those beliefs for which we obtain some credibility at the social level 
could be far from complying with characteristic normative features 
of our beliefs: they could be unsafe, Gettierized, or irresponsible 
(even in terms of the discursive practices). On the other hand, there 
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could be spaces of epistemic credibility and authority that are ex-
tremely deformed by social forces. Our credibility judgments could not 
adequately track the epistemic positions of the different subjects and 
respond to the deserved epistemic merit of their achievements. This 
mismatch can be produced by what we can call ‘deforming forces’ in 
the credibility space. The use of our epistemic concepts in our attri-
butions is entangled with a complex social reality in which different 
power relations can affect the distribution of credibility. That is why 
someone using the concept of knowledge needs to understand that 
there can be a gap between a sufficiently good epistemic position and 
a social normative status merely derived from the difference of perspec-
tives in the game of giving and asking for reasons. Being blind to 
the practices of power that are at the core of some of our epistemic 
institutions encourages those views that tend to accept that epistemic 
concepts do not track any real epistemic position for which a subject 
deserves some (epistemic) merit.

I think that if one accepts expressivist views that just reflect an 
interplay of perspectives in our epistemic vocabulary, as Brandom 
seems to do, a dilemma looms large. We have here two options: we 
could accept that there is nothing in the idea of deserving credit for 
the epistemic position a subject stands in, because there is no dis-
tance between the credibility judgements others are disposed to as-
cribe and her epistemic position. In this case, we are blind to the 
distorting forces in our space of recognized epistemic authorities. Al-
ternatively, we would have to accept that there is a real distinction 
between authoritarian and authorized epistemic practices (Fricker 
1998), and that this distinction entails that epistemic authority is not 
just a sort of social status. If it is a normative social status, it is one 
that we need to take to be grounded on certain ways of attaining 
truth, those which the subject deserves some credit for.

6 Acknowledging and sharing epistemic authority

As I have said, my purpose in this paper is not to provide a new 
practical explanation of the concept of knowledge. My methodologi-
cal strategy is mainly based on taking into account actual uses of 
the concept and what we do by using it. Many authors do not take 
seriously the use of the concept in first-person ascriptions. This is, 
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by contrast, my starting point: what do we do by applying the term 
in the first-person? Some expressivists and deflationists about first-
person discourse think that ‘know’ does not add any content to our 
assertions when these are understood as (implicit) claims to know. 
First-person uses do not respond to the registering of a “mental state” 
or “condition” and do not consist in informing others of one’s own 
mental condition. At most, they make explicit the implicit knowl-
edge claims we are already making by asserting that p. But making 
explicit, I contend, is not without consequences.

I follow recent views that have recovered classical remarks on the 
use of the concept of knowledge by Austin and defended that by af-
firming that one knows one is performing a distinctive speech act 
that it is not just asserting what one knows or making explicit an 
implicit knowledge claim. Krista Lawlor (2013) talks of an act of 
assurance. Let’s remember Austin on this: “When I say I know, I give 
others my word: I give others my authority for saying that S is P” 
(Austin 1949: 171). In making an explicit claim of knowledge we are 
performing a speech act of assurance. The performance of this speech 
act goes with a series of commitments and responsibilities, some of 
them shared with assertions, such as the commitment to the truth of 
p and the responsibility to the rational defense that p.

Nevertheless, there are at least two other distinctive features as-
sociated with our first-personal use of the concept of knowledge. 
First, I am addressing others and in doing that I offer to them my 
epistemic authority on whether p, in such a way that if they accept my 
word they will be in a sufficiently good (epistemic) position to assert 
that p (in general, to use the proposition that p in theoretical and 
practical reasoning). In giving my word, I am passing my authority 
to others (McMyler 2010). I am assuming, first, that the other would 
be disposed to share my reasons in favor of p. Second, I am adopt-
ing a certain attitude towards my own epistemic position. There are 
different ways of spelling out what this attitude amounts to. Lawlor 
explains it like follows: I represent myself as having reasons that oth-
ers would find adequate, meaning conclusive reasons for the truth of p, 
such that I can guarantee it (Lawlor 2013). I favor the following for-
mulation: in making explicit my knowledge-claims, what I am doing 
is making explicit my engagement in securing the truth. That means 
that the correctness of my explicit claim requires for me to be in a 
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position to answer to my own involvement in the cognitive task of at-
taining the truth that p. This requires from me a certain acknowledge-
ment that I am in such an epistemic position. This acknowledgment 
goes together with the acceptance of obligations towards others; I 
am responsible towards others of the truth that p. This, I hold, is a 
sort of practical acknowledgement that is exhibited in our explicit 
knowledge-claims. Practically acknowledging that I am in a position 
to know that p is not just couched in terms of (socially distributed) 
attitudes; it is a way of being aware of how our beliefs adequately 
respond to reasons that (maybe conclusively) ground the truth of 
the proposition believed. It is this practical acknowledgement that 
in turn grounds my telling as a way of sharing authority with others.

This use of the notion of knowledge exhibits an ineliminable so-
cial dimension, insofar as it creates a sort of institutional link between 
epistemic agents. By explicitly claiming that I know, I am adopting a 
responsibility towards others that goes with a certain demand of rec-
ognition of my authority on a certain subject matter. My explicit use 
of the concept creates a certain obligation in the addressee who must 
adequately respond to my giving the word on p and having adopted 
this responsibility in securing the truth that p. First-person uses have 
a practical and social dimension; they show how a cognitive being has 
placed herself within a domain of normative demands.

Third-person uses confirm this point. Each use exhibits an ac-
knowledgment that the other person is placed in a sufficiently good 
epistemic position, a position in which she has complied with socially 
shared normative demands. The third person is someone that others 
may/should regard as an epistemic authority regarding the proposi-
tion p. In a context where it matters how we gather and share infor-
mation (as Craig and other have proposed), it is valuable to have a 
term that helps us to mark whether other people are trustworthy in 
such a way that you are not to be blamed if you were to take her word 
as authoritative on the question of whether p. To say that someone 
knows goes with a (practical) acknowledgment within a social space 
that she is someone you should be disposed to share knowledge with 
and recognize her epistemic authority on the issue. Collectively, it 
is our way of expressing the acknowledgment we owe to others be-
cause of her being creditably engaged in the task of knowing.

So by using the concept of knowledge we are not just marking 
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the epistemic position others occupy, we are also granting them 
epistemic authority and indicating the advisability of taking them 
as “ready” for the transmission of authority. This acknowledgement 
goes with an endorsement of the normative standards that the com-
munity recognizes as compelling for the epistemic subjects. The very 
notion of knowledge shapes our understanding as knowers, that is, it 
contributes to transform the practices that constitute the epistemic 
domain by viewing agents as particularly concerned with the fulfill-
ment of those standards. It marks cognitive agents as particularly 
engaged in securing the truth. Moreover, the concept of knowledge 
is one of the resources that we normally use in our effort of self-
understanding. We could use a (slightly modified) quotation by Rob-
ert Brandom to insist on this point: logical and epistemic concepts 
function as organs of self-consciousness (2009: 11); they provide us 
with a particular way in which human beings conceive of themselves  
— and this is crucial — as taking part in a social and cultural niche 
of knowers.

Understanding ourselves as knowers is a condition for us to enter 
into the space of reasons. Our capacity as knowers has evolved in a 
particular cultural niche, where it matters how the performance of 
a cognitive task has been carried out and how others see this perfor-
mance. In this niche, that is ab initio social and cultural, a need for as-
sessment grows. Taking others as knowers is a way to identify those 
performances that are creditable to the epistemic agent and so serve 
as authority for others. As we learn what it is to be a knower through 
our experience with others, we need to deploy a concept like that of 
knowledge in order to be part of a community of knowers and ac-
quire human knowledge. Briefly, the concept of knowledge serves to 
normatively indicate those positions in the social epistemic space of 
credibility that others can use authoritatively. By so using it, we are 
also implicitly projecting the space of perceived epistemic credibility 
to a real space of deserved epistemic positions under the assumption 
that they do never perfectly match. The reality of knowledge cannot 
be severed from our use of the concept in the human cultural niche 
where we live and experience the contrast between our own per-
spective on the world and the perspectives of others with which we 
can share knowledge. Our concept of knowledge is a tool that helps 
us to organize our inquiry and cognitive activities in a social and 
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cultural niche. We assess the endeavours of other cognitive agents, 
and consider that they answer to a set of normative standards, in such 
a way that their satisfaction makes them creditable for the acquisition 
of truth. I think that this is coherent with a sort of pragmatism that 
is neither instrumental nor rationalist.3
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Abstract
We identify two senses of ‘pragmatics’ and related terms that give rise 
to two different methods of propositional individuation. The first one 
is the contextualist approach that essentially acknowledges contextual 
information to take part in the determination of what is said by the ut-
terance of a sentence. In this sense, Pragmatics relies on the Principle 
of Compositionality and interprets propositions as structured entities. 
It epitomises the Building-block Model of Propositional Individuation. 
The general approach that makes what the agents do the grounding 
level of philosophical and linguistic analysis characterizes the second 
sense, Pragmatism. It finds its clearest expression in Peirce’s Pragma-
tist Maxim, and it relies on (a particular interpretation of) the Fregean 
Principle of Context, and supports a view of propositions as unstruc-
tured entities. This is the Organic Model of Propositional Individu-
ation. There is a test, the Analytic Equivalence Test, that tells apart 
the two models. According to it, the answer to the question whether 
a theory makes room for different but analytically equivalent proposi-
tions determines the model the theory belongs in. A positive answer 
classifies the theory as belonging to the building-block model; a nega-
tive answer allocates the theory within the organic model.

Keywords
Building-block model, compositionality, expressivism, Frege, relativ-
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1 Two models

Pragmatism is a label that arguably applies to two distinguishable, 
even if related, subjects. A pragmatist approach to the study of lan-
guage is one that makes room for contextual factors in the individua-
tion of what is said. Contextualist positions range from the minimal 
context-dependence of indexical contextualism, where the effect of 
context is restricted to the function of filling in the gaps in the lin-
guistic structure, to the radical presence of contextual information 
in truth conditional pragmatics, where context affects each level of 
meaning. The relevant question for the pragmatic approach to the 
study of language is how and to which extent constant information 
related to the linguistic meaning of expressions, on the one hand, 
and variable information retrieved from the context of use, on the 
other, get intertwined in the individuation of what an agent says 
when she utters a particular sentence. We usually call the discipline 
that explores this question and in which philosophers and linguists 
work hand in hand ‘pragmatics’.

A different use of the label serves to characterize those kinds of 
general philosophies that make of practices, i.e. of what agents do, 
the focus of their interest and the beginning of their inquiries. If it 
is the philosophy of language what is at stake, pragmatism in this 
second sense amounts to the claim that the minimal units relevant 
in communicative exchanges are actions of some kind. Actions are 
thus the primary bearers of semantic and pragmatic properties. The 
American philosophers Peirce, Sellars, Quine, Putnam, and Bran-
dom, among others, and the European philosophers Ramsey, Haack 
and, we will argue, Frege, all share this take on philosophy. Pragma-
tism narrows down to Peirce’s Pragmatist Maxim:

Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, 
we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our concep-
tion of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object (Peirce 
1878: 293)

In more colloquial terms, pragmatism implies that there cannot 
be distinctions without practical differences. If two sentences pro-
duce the same effect, they express the same content even if they dif-
fer in structure and lexical ingredients.
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Surely, there are patent similarities between the two senses of 
‘pragmatics’/‘pragmatism’ so far distinguished, similarities that 
speak for the convenience of maintaining the label ‘pragmatism’ to 
cover the two approaches. Our aim in this paper will be, neverthe-
less, to pay attention to the differences. We will argue that each type 
of pragmatism harbours a different model of content individuation. 
The first kind lends support to the building-block model of proposi-
tional individuation whereas the second kind relies on what we have 
dubbed somewhere else the ‘organic model’ (Frápolli and Villanueva 
2015). Even if context intervenes in the individuation of content, 
the building-block model confers a relevant place to the Principle 
of Compositionality, which systematically gives rise to a conception 
of propositions as structured entities. The organic model essentially 
puts context first and defines propositions by their theoretical and 
practical implications. The Fregean Principle of Context is the back-
bone of the organic model, in which sub-propositional parts of the 
content of a judgment can only be reached at once complete prop-
ositional acts have been produced. In this model, propositions are 
non-structured entities to which a structure can be attributed only 
as an effect of analysis. In this model, the structure is not the germ 
of propositions but a way of explaining their inferential potential. 
The building-block and the organic models elicit radically different 
conceptions of propositions and of the role of context in their indi-
viduation conditions.

2 The building-block model and the principle of composi-
tionality

Context-dependence is considered as a phenomenon that character-
izes human linguistic practices almost all the way through the spec-
trum of different theories of meaning. Determining the content of 
our meaningful communicative exchanges seems to require, at one 
level or another, recruiting some information from the context. Isi-
dora Stojanovic’s notion of what is said (Stojanovic 2007) might be 
among the few attempts to characterize meaning in a fully context-
independent manner. For the most part, the lexical meaning of the 
symbols involved in our utterances is taken to fall short of the kind 
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of complex meaning that might be of any interest for the theorist, the 
kind of meaning that can get you into trouble, the kind of meaning 
for which you have to be accountable.

Even if the presence of indexical pronouns — understood as ex-
pressions whose content changes from context to context — is taken 
on board by almost every theory of meaning, it is not uncommon to 
hold wildly different views with respect to how context-dependence, 
in more general terms, should be theoretically accommodated, and 
how many linguistic phenomena seem to be context-dependent. 
Thus, there are those who treat context-dependence, except for 
indexicality, to belong to the realm of the semantically inert. This 
strategy is the hallmark of Cappelen and Lepore’s (2005) “speech act 
pluralism”, but it is also present in pragmatic explanations of opacity 
(see Salmon 1986, but also Saul 1998), presuppositional explanations 
of the context-dependence of knowledge attributions (López 2015), 
and on every attempt to cash out the impact of conative attitudes on 
our moral and epistemic judgments in terms of implicatures — be-
ing those conventional (Copp 2001, 2009), particularized conver-
sational (Finaly 2005), or generalized conversational implicatures 
(Strandberg 2012, Grajner 2014). Others refuse to accept that prag-
matic processes cannot successfully affect what is said. Some restrict 
the quest for semantically relevant information to the context of 
use (cfr. Recanati 2010, Carston 2002), while others highlight the 
importance of the context of assessment in the explanation of our 
truth-intuitions (MacFarlane 2014).

All these kinds of contextualism share a common feature, though. 
They conceive the process of content individuation as a step-by-step 
mechanism that takes us from the most basic semantic information 
at the level of the lexical meaning of subsentential expressions to the 
highest nuances of meaning and propositional content. This is done, 
first, with the aid of the principle of compositionality, according to 
which the meaning of complex expressions is a function of the mean-
ings of its parts, and the way in which they are combined. Once se-
mantic composition is completed, other inferential processes can be 
triggered, where extra propositional content is conveyed once what 
is said is put together with several general conversational principles.  
Therefore, what is said, the basic propositional content of our asser-
tions is a direct result of composition. Propositions are individuated 
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by paying attention to their parts, and then implicatures are derived 
from these. Every level of meaning is the result of a growing process 
that starts from the most elementary components and proceeds or-
derly, hence the name — the ‘building block model’.

3 The organic model and the principle of propositional pri-
ority

Truths and some kind of sequences of truths, i.e. propositions and 
inferences, were Frege’s first concern (Frege 1879: 5). Frege un-
derstood propositions as the contents of judgments and assertions: 
“to recognize something as true is to make a judgment, and to give 
expression to a judgment is to make an assertion” (Logic 1879-1891: 
2). Judgments and assertions are actions that require a context. Ac-
cording to Frege, there are two ways in which judgments can differ: 
(i) There might be the case that from them, perhaps with the aid of 
some other premises, the same set of consequences follows; (ii) it 
also might occur that the sets of their consequences do not coincide 
even if the added premises were the same. The view in Begriffsschrift 
(1879) dictates that in the first situation there is a single content that 
the judgments share. In the second situation, the judgments express 
different propositions. The inferentialist methodology of content in-
dividuation introduced by Frege in 1879 places his proposal within 
the organic model and permits to consider his take on the analysis of 
propositions and inferences as pragmatic. Contents are individuated 
by their connections to other contents, disregarding the inner struc-
ture that we might attribute to them. This is clear in 1879:

Let us assume that the circumstance that hydrogen is lighter than car-
bon dioxide is expressed in our formula language, we can then replace 
the sign for hydrogen by the sign for oxygen or that for nitrogen. This 
changes the meaning in such a way that ‘oxygen’ or ‘nitrogen’ enters 
into the relations in which ‘hydrogen’ stood before. If we imagine that 
an expression can thus be altered, it decomposes into a stable compo-
nent, representing the totality of relations, and the sign, regarded as re-
placeable by others, that denotes the object standing in these relations. 
The former component I call a function, the latter its argument. The 
distinction has nothing to do with the conceptual content; it comes about only be-
cause we view the expression in a particular way (our italics) (Frege 1879: 22).
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The organic model follows the Fregean principle of context: 
“never to ask for the meaning of a word in isolation, but only in 
the context of a proposition” (1884: xxii). This principle, together 
with the inferentialist methodology introduced in 1879, defines the 
semantic model of propositional individuation. The principle of con-
text, as it happens with the principle of compositionality, is general 
enough as to apply to different aspects of meaning. If applied to the 
linguistic meaning of sentences and its subsentential parts it makes a 
point that has become the core of truth-conditional pragmatics. We 
call this way of understanding Frege’s insight the ‘principle of mean-
ing modulation’:

Principle of Meaning Modulation: The meanings of the subsentential 
parts of a sentence adapt to each other into a coherent whole.

The following text is an explicit statement of the principle:

In context the meaning of words is adjusted or ‘modulated’ so as to 
fit what is being talked about. Sense modulation is essential to speech, 
because we use a (more or less) fixed stock of lexemes to talk about an 
indefinite variety of things, situations and experiences. Through the 
interaction between the context-independent meanings of our words 
and the particulars of the situation talked about, contextualized, mod-
ulated senses emerge, appropriate to the situation at hand. The mean-
ing of a word can thus be made contextually more specific, or it may, 
on the contrary, be loosened and suitably extended, as in metaphor. It 
may also undergo ‘semantic transfer’, etc.

According to many authors among those who have studied the phenom-
enon, modulation is the process whereby the meaning of a given word is 
affected by the meanings of other words in the same sentence. Thus the mean-
ing of the adjective ‘light’ is affected by the meaning of the noun it mod-
ifies: a light lunch is not light in quite the same sense in which a piece 
of luggage is said to be light. According to Jonathan Cohen, this is one 
of the big differences between natural language and formal languages: 
“artificial languages satisfy an insulationalist account whereas natural 
languages require an interactionist one” (Recanati 2004: 131-2).

A different reading is what we call the ‘principle of propositional 
priority’:
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Principle of Propositional Priority: Propositions, and not concepts, are 
the primary bearers of logical, semantic, and pragmatic properties.

The principle of propositional priority encloses a central prag-
matist intuition — that analysis only takes off once the contents 
of speech acts become available. Wittgenstein follows this line and 
Brandom develops it: “sentences are the kind of expression whose 
freestanding utterance […] has the pragmatic significance of per-
forming a speech act” (Brandom 2001: 125). “Without expressions 
of this category”, Brandom went on, “there can be no speech acts of 
any kind, and hence no specifically linguistic practice” (loc.cit).

Frege uses the organic procedure to individuate the contents 
expressed by ordinary first-level sentences, i.e. those contents that 
Ramsey calls beliefs of the ‘primary sort’ (Ramsey 1929: 146) and 
Boole and Frege ‘primary propositions’ (Frege 1881: 14). Neverthe-
less, the organic model earns its living in the analysis of contents in 
which higher-order notions occur essentially. Let us consider two 
examples, the Fregean definition of number in Foundations (1884), 
and his claims about the composition of thoughts in “Compound 
Thoughts” (1923-6), examples that practically enclose Frege’s whole 
life.

In Foundations, in order to achieve a logically adequate defini-
tion of number Frege proposed to focus on the basic propositions in 
which numbers occurred: “It should throw some light on the mat-
ter to consider number in the context of a judgment which brings 
its basic use” (1884 § 46: 59). A logically adequate definition is one 
that gives the right consequences and that allows an explanation of 
the inferential connections among propositions of a certain kind. He 
reviewed former approaches to numbers as aggregations of units and 
understood that only by looking at the role that numerical expres-
sions play in sentences likes ‘four horses draw the Kaiser’s carriage’ 
numbers could be characterized. Frege’s (1884) is thus the principle 
of context put to work.

“Compound Thoughts” (1923-26) is a further conspicuous exam-
ple of the organic model, which insists on the idea that different sen-
tences with different structures can possess the same content. Logi-
cal constants, which are unsaturated notions, serve to form complex 
thoughts out of simpler ones. It is essential to keep in mind that the 
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results of operating on sets of thoughts by means of logical constants 
can be rendered into natural and logical languages via sentences with 
different ingredients. Any instance of the schema ‘(A & A)’ express-
es the same thought expressed by the corresponding instance of ‘A’ 
(Frege 1923-6: 393, n. 21). ‘A & A’ expresses the same content as ‘A 
or A’, under any consistent substitution of their parts. Any instance 
of the schema ‘Not [(not A) & (not B)]’ expresses the same thought as 
the corresponding instances of ‘Not [Neither A not B]’ and the cor-
responding instances of ‘A or B’ (Frege 1923-6: 396).

The organic model thus implies that propositions do not mirror 
the sentences that we use to express them. Language makes thoughts 
perceptible, Frege claimed once and again (Frege 1918-19a: 354, 
1923: 259) but the relation between sentences and propositions is 
not one-one. This is precisely one of the lessons of his take on logic 
and semantics, that grammar is not a reliable clue to content. This 
intuition suggests a test, the “analytic-equivalence test”, which helps 
make the divide between the building-block model and the organic 
model, since according to the former but not to the latter there can 
be necessarily equivalent propositions that are nevertheless differ-
ent. From the language viewpoint the test shows that two synony-
mous sentences necessarily express the same proposition in the or-
ganic model and might express distinct propositions according to the 
building-block method of content individuation. We will go back to 
the test and its consequences in the last section.

In summary, the Fregean principle of propositional priority, 
which gives preeminence to the whole over its virtual parts, intro-
duces a way of individuating propositional contents that makes an id-
iosyncratic use of context, a use that cannot be accommodated in any 
of the contemporary positions that explain the effect of contextual 
factors in what is said as an issue of filling in the gaps in a structure. 
The Fregean organic model and the building-block model that serves 
as a background for contextualist theories stand in sharp contrast 
with profound philosophical consequences.
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4 Expressivism and the organic model

Expressivism belongs within the organic-model; contextualism and 
relativism align with the building-block model. Even if there might 
be aspects of those general approaches that can superficially resemble 
each other, there are deep dissimilarities between them that should 
not be overlooked.

Both general approaches evolve from different starting points 
that reveal contrasting theoretical concerns. Contextualism centers 
in the composition of what is said, in the process of the proposi-
tional constitution; expressivism mainly focuses on the behavior of 
complex contents that essentially incorporate higher-order concepts. 
Frege, let us be reminded, introduces his principle of proposition-
al priority to deal with numerical concepts, which in his view are 
quantifiers. Modern expressivists attempt to explain the behavior in 
context of notions such as truth, belief, knowledge, good, self, and 
others of a similar kind, which arguably are higher-order functions 
whose arguments are n-adic predicables (n≥0). Examples of higher-
order notions at work are the following:

(1) Nef knows that María José lives in London

(2) Nef believes that María José lives in London

(3) Joan or Victoria will give a talk tomorrow

(4) Joan and Victoria will give a talk tomorrow

(5) Cheating on your husband is good

(6) Cheating on your husband is bad.

The expressivist stance to sentences of this kind consists in chang-
ing the classical question on the meaning of terms and concepts and 
looking instead at the general import of the speech act in which they 
are used. What does the speaker do by uttering any of them? Which 
kind of commitments does she acquire? In the organic model, iden-
tity of commitments and entitlements means identity of contents. 
Diversity of commitments and entitlements means diversity of con-
tents. Let us now consider the differences in import of the pair of 
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sentences listed above from the organic point of view. The epistemic 
notions of knowledge and belief are different because their use has 
different practical consequences, consequences that affect the behav-
ior of the speaker and also that of the attributor of the attitudes.

By uttering (1), a speaker endorses the content that María José 
lives in London, i.e. the attributor of knowledge to a third person 
endorses himself the attributed content. In contrast, the attributor 
of belief doesn’t take on her a similar duty. Uttering (2) is compat-
ible with the utterer thinking that Nef is wrong. If you think that 
cheating on your husband is wrong, your behavior (linguistic and 
non-linguistic) ought to be congruent with you belief on pain of irra-
tionality. Conjunction and disjunction are different notions because 
sentences such as (4) above imply any one of their conjuncts but sen-
tences such as (3), ‘Joan or Victoria will give a talk’, do not imply any 
of their disjuncts. Believing that cheating on your husband is wrong 
commits the believer with a particular course of action, etc. And 
these consequences, these courses of actions, exhaust the meaning of 
the higher-order notions involved. That the meaning of higher-order 
notions is not a building-block but has to be identified by looking 
at the consequences, theoretical and practical, of the speech acts in 
which they occur is a central claim of all expressivist approaches and 
determines the semantic core of the organic model.

A standard criticism against the inferentialist approach within 
which the organic model belongs is the charge of semantic holism 
that requires logical omniscience. The criticism rests on a poor un-
derstanding of what a pragmatist background means. The way in 
which expressivism and inferentialism individuate content is essen-
tially context-dependent, avoiding thus the standard analytic prac-
tice of looking for general necessary and sufficient conditions. Not 
every inferential connection contributes to what is said and precise 
boundaries cannot be established a priori. The agents involved in 
communicative actions have to be aware of the inferential connec-
tions relevant to the individuation of the contents put forward. Logi-
cal omniscience might be a problem for the semantics of omniscient 
agents. Pragmatism is a semantics for agents who are essentially 
earthbound.
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5 The analytic-equivalence test

A crucial difference between the building-block model and the or-
ganic model resides on the status that they concede to analytic equiv-
alence. If what is said is a function of the meanings of its parts, and 
the way they are combined, as the building-block model maintains, 
then there is a chance that we might find analytically equivalent, 
yet different, propositions. If, on the other hand, the principle of 
propositional priority is taken as the cornerstone of our theory of 
meaning, then analytically equivalent sentences, those that happen 
to have the same inferential import, can only be different ways to 
express the same proposition. Within the organic model, there are 
no distinct analytically equivalent propositions. MacFarlane’s discus-
sion concerning expressivism (MacFarlane 2014: 174) already makes 
use of this idea — that relativism, as a representative of the building 
block model, is committed with the possibility of propositions be-
ing different but analytically equivalent, while expressivism needs to 
reject this possibility.

Benson Mates’ somewhat convoluted cases (Mates 1952) were 
designed to show that no two different expressions could ever be 
truly synonymous. For every pair of expressions s and s', no matter 
how close their meanings appear to be, it was possible to generate a 
couple of sentences S and S' with different truth conditions, even if S' 
was the result of merely exchanging s for s' in S. This seems to favor 
the building-block model, where the meaning of the whole comes as 
a function of the meaning of the parts. Different ingredients lead to 
different truth-conditions.

(1a) Nobody doubts that, whoever believes that ophthalmologists 
are ophthalmologists, believes that ophthalmologists are oph-
thalmologists

(1b) Nobody doubts that, whoever believes that ophthalmologists 
are ophthalmologists, believes that ophthalmologists are ocu-
lists.

(1a) is intuitively judged to be true, while (1b) is intuitively judged 
to be false, and this is only to be expected, provided that (1a) and 
(1b) have different semantic material. If there were synonymous 
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expressions, on the contrary, the mere substitution of one for the 
other should not alter the inferential potential of the whole, its truth 
conditions. This looks like a prima facie confirmation of the insight 
that lies behind the building-block model.

In the Fregean examples above, the analyses of conjunction, dis-
junction, and negation rest on the assumption that their content is 
individuated by their inferential import. It is also assumed that some 
subsets of them are definable in terms of some other subsets. If ‘Not 
[(not A) and (not B)]’ always expresses the same thought as the cor-
responding instances of ‘Not [Neither A not B]’ and the correspond-
ing instances of ‘A or B’ (Frege 1923-6: 396), Mates’ insight to the 
effect that no substitution preserves truth-conditions in all contexts 
is challenged. In these examples, different ingredients do not lead to 
different propositions. Compare (1a/1b) with (2a/2b):

(2a) Nobody doubts that, whoever believes that politicians are 
corrupt, believes that politicians are corrupt,

(2b) Nobody doubts that, whoever believes that politicians are 
corrupt, believes that it is not the case that politicians are not 
corrupt,

There is a clear disanalogy here. The substitution of ‘politicians 
are corrupt’ for ‘it is not the case that politicians are not corrupt’ 
does not yield an intuitive change in truth-conditions. Even if at first 
sight, a speaker might think that there is a difference in truth-val-
ue between (2a) and (2b), this impression should change on closer 
examination. Unlike what happens with (1a) and (1b), mastery of 
language precludes the failure on seeing that (2a) and (2b) express 
the same content. Lexical ignorance does not necessarily means lin-
guistic incompetence, logical ignorance necessarily does. The ex-
planation of the identity of truth-conditions of (2a) and (2b) rests on 
the analytical connection between ‘politicians are corrupt’ and ‘it 
is not the case that politicians are not corrupt’. These sentences are 
analytically equivalent, and it makes no sense to believe one but not 
the other, if the rationality of the believer is not going to be ques-
tioned. Different ingredients here do not amount to any difference 
in meaning.
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Conclusion

Both models have strengths and weaknesses and at the level of first-
order contents the two parties propose rather similar accounts. Nev-
ertheless, when functions of propositions are involved, the analytic-
equivalence test settles the issue for the organic model. Only the 
organic model agrees with the speakers’ intuitions and thus it is the 
only one appropriate for the analysis of higher-order functions, in 
general, and functions of propositions, in particular. We might reject 
that the speakers’ intuition plays any role in the analysis of meaning, 
as the proponents of the various error theories do, but this move 
would take the study of language away from the game of science. We 
chose the empirical path by assuming that semantic hypotheses on 
the behavior of functions of propositions were a posteriori (Frápolli 
and Villanueva 2012). The analytic-equivalence test adjudicates be-
tween the principle of compositionality and the principle of propo-
sitional priority and confirms that, at least when higher-order con-
cepts are at stake, expressivism is the correct approach.1
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Pragmatist views inspired by Peirce characterize the content of 
claims in terms of their practical consequences. The content of a 
claim is, on these views, determined by what actions are rationally 
recommended or supported by that claim. In this paper I examine 
the defeasibility of these relations of rational support. I will argue 
that such defeasibility introduces a particularist, occasion-sensitive 
dimension in pragmatist theories of content. More precisely, my 
conclusion will be that, in the sort of framework naturally derived 
from Peirce’s pragmatist maxim, grasping conceptual contents is not 
merely a question of mastering general rules or principles codifying 
the practical import of claims, but decisively involves being sensitive 
to surrounding features of the particular situation at hand.

The argument leading to these particularist conclusions can be 
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sketched as follows. In general, whether a given set of facts provides 
good reasons to act in some way (given certain goals) depends on the 
absence of obstacles or impediments — more broadly, on the ab-
sence of defeating conditions. Typically, the number of possible ob-
stacles and impediments for the success of some action is indefinitely 
large, so agents cannot rule out all of them before deciding what to 
do. I will argue that agents are only required to discard explicitly 
the presence of a possible practical impediment if such a possibility 
is relevant enough — that is, if there are good reasons to suspect that 
such an impediment might take place. Whether the truth of some 
claim recommends a certain course of action (given the agent’s goals) 
depends on whether the agent is in a position to rule out the presence 
of all relevant possible impediments for the success of such an ac-
tion — while non-relevant impediments may remain unconsidered. 
In turn, whether a given possible impediment is relevant enough is 
determined, I will claim, by the circumstances surrounding the oc-
casion of acting (for instance, by what environmental conditions are 
typical, by the information available to the agent and by practical 
features of the situation). Thus, in a pragmatist approach, grasping 
the content of a claim involves being sensitive to those features of the 
circumstances of action that make some possible impediments, and 
not others, relevant enough. In this way, intelligent thought and ac-
tion rely crucially on occasion-sensitive skills, even if generalizations 
and (defeasible) principles are still allowed to play a significant role 
in explaining and guiding our reasoning and agency.

1 Pragmatist theories of content

Peirce’s Pragmatist Maxim (PM) can be read as offering a character-
ization of the contents of beliefs or claims in terms of their practical 
consequences. This reading is naturally suggested by the following 
formulation of PM:

The entire intellectual purport of any symbol consists in the total of 
all general modes of rational conduct which, conditionally upon all the 
possible different circumstances and desires, would ensue upon the ac-
ceptance of the symbol. (Peirce 1998: 346)

An alternative formulation of PM presents this idea in an even 
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more striking way:

Pragmatism is the principle that every theoretical judgment express-
ible in a sentence in the indicative mood is a confused form of thought 
whose only meaning, if it has any, lies in its tendency to enforce a cor-
responding practical maxim expressible as a conditional sentence hav-
ing its apodosis in the imperative mood.(Peirce 1998: 134-135)

According to Peirce, thus, the content of a judgment is given by 
what it tells us to do — by the actions rationally recommended by 
such a judgement. For instance, if you judge that some berry is poi-
sonous, then the rational thing for you to do is to refrain from eating 
it (at least if you do not want to be poisoned). Likewise, that the desk 
is on fire gives you reason to apply water to it (assuming that you do 
not want the house to burn down). These “practical maxims” would 
partially determine the content of the judgments that the berry is 
poisonous and that the desk is on fire, respectively.

In this way, Peirce can be seen as laying the foundations of a prag-
matist semantic theory — more precisely, a pragmatist theory of 
content.1 My purposes here are not exegetical, so I am not interested 
in defending the historical accuracy of this interpretation of Peirce’s 
views. My only claim is that this sort of pragmatist theory of content 
is naturally inspired by Peirce’s formulations of PM. This pragmatist 
theory can be generalized by taking the content of a claim to be 
characterized by its role in both practical and theoretical inferences 
(see Brandom 1994; also Sellars 1953). On this inferentialist view, 
claims have the content they have by virtue of serving as reasons for 
acting and also for accepting further claims. The content of a claim, 
therefore, is a matter of what further conclusions (theoretical and 
practical) may be inferred from it, and from what premises it may be 
inferred. This inferentialist view of content is the natural extension 
of Peirce’s pragmatism.

On the face of it, one could think that the sort of inferentialist-
pragmatist position I have sketched endorses a generalist account of 
conceptual content. Semantic generalism can be roughly character-
ized as the view that semantic properties are determined by general 

1 For theories of content that can be seen as a development of Peirce’s insights, 
see Ramsey 1927, Sellars 1953, Brandom 1994, Whyte 1990, Dokic and Engel 
2002, Blackburn 2010: chapter 10.
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rules or principles (see Whiting 2007, 2010; Dancy 2004; Bergqvist 
2009). Insofar as the pragmatist approach I have presented seems — 
at least at first glance — to specify the content of claims in terms of 
general inferential rules (or maxims, in Peirce’s words), one could be 
tempted to classify it as a generalist perspective. Nevertheless I will 
argue that, on the contrary, pragmatist theories inspired by PM en-
tail a form of semantic particularism (Dancy 2004) — that is, a view 
according to which understanding the content of a claim is not (at 
least only) a question of grasping general rules or principles, but also 
requires mastering occasion-sensitive skills.2

The source of this occasion-sensitivity is to be found, I will ar-
gue, in the fact that content-determining inferences are in general 
defeasible and subject to exceptions (in other words, they are non-
monotonic inferences). It may come as a surprise that I appeal to the 
defeasibility of content-determining inferential rules in order to pin-
point the particularist nature of pragmatist-inferentialist accounts of 
content. After all, one could think that resorting to defeasible rules 
is precisely the best strategy for having rules that are still general but 
manage to accommodate the possibility of exceptions.3 However, I 
will contend that it is itself an occasion-sensitive issue which defea-
sible inferential rules are available in some particular situation. The 
same piece of reasoning may be (defeasibly) good on one occasion 
and enthymematic on another one — even if no exception or obstacle is 
actually taking place on this latter occasion for acting. Although this is so 
both for theoretical and practical inferences, I will focus on the lat-
ter, since they constitute the basis of pragmatist semantics.

2 The defeasibility of practical reasoning

Practical inferences are typically non-monotonic. The introduction 
of new premises (consistent with the old ones) may turn a good piece 

2 The contrast between generalism and particularism has been mainly devel-
oped in meta-ethical debates about the role played by principles in morality (see 
Dancy 2004, Väyrynen 2011, Hooker and Little 2000, Lance and Little 2006, 
McKeever and Ridge 2006, Thomas 2011).

3 Väyrynen (2009), for instance, develops a generalist theory of morality in 
terms of defeasible, hedged principles.
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of practical reasoning into a bad one. An action that is recommended 
by a certain set of premises may stop being so recommended when 
a further premise is added. By contrast, the goodness of monotonic 
inferences cannot be revoked by the introduction of new premises 
(consistent with the old ones): in monotonic inferences, after intro-
ducing a new collateral premise, one can still infer everything that 
could be inferred before.

When the goodness of an inference is revoked by the introduc-
tion of additional premises, the inference is said to have been de-
feated; accordingly, these additional premises are usually known as 
defeaters. It is customary to make a distinction between two types 
of defeaters: rebutting defeaters and undercutting or disabling ones 
(Pollock 1987, Dancy 2004, Horty 2012).

Rebutting defeaters are countervailing reasons. One way in which 
a new premise may defeat the goodness of an inference is by pro-
viding stronger reasons against the conclusion. In this case, the old 
premises still give reasons in favor of the conclusion, but these rea-
sons are outweighed by the defeating considerations. For instance, 
the fact that going to the cinema is fun gives me reasons to go to see 
a film; however, these reasons are outweighed by the fact that I need 
to stay at home working, which is a stronger reason against going to 
the cinema. The fact that watching a film would be fun still counts in 
favor of going to the cinema, but there are other considerations that 
count more strongly against doing so.

Another way in which a new premise may defeat the goodness of 
an inference is by undercutting it, that is by preventing the original 
premises from counting as offering good reasons in favor of the con-
clusion. After the introduction of the defeater, the other premises 
would stop providing reasons to perform the action previously rec-
ommended. Some fact p may be prevented from being a good reason 
to do A due to some further defeating fact q: p would count in favor 
of doing A in a situation where q did not obtain, but it does not so 
count if q obtains. I will focus here on this sort of defeating condi-
tion, usually known as undercutting defeater or disabler (see Dancy 
2004, Pollock 1987).4

4 Dancy (2004) also distinguishes attenuators (considerations that attenu-
ate the weight of some reason) and intensifiers (considerations that enhance the 
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An example of undercutting defeat in theoretical reasoning is the 
following. From the fact that a bottle of juice has been in the fridge 
for a couple of hours, one may prima facie conclude that the juice 
will be cold. However, this piece of reasoning becomes bad if the 
fridge was unplugged. If the fridge was actually unplugged, then the 
fact that a bottle has been in the fridge is not after all a reason to 
think that it is cold (the rational connection between that consider-
ation and the conclusion that the bottle is cold has been undermined 
or disabled).

To be sure, if you do not know that the fridge is unplugged, it may 
appear to you that there are reasons to think that the bottle of juice is 
cold (since it has been in the fridge for a while). That is, you may have 
apparent or subjective reasons to endorse this conclusion — it may 
be reasonable for you to endorse it. Yet there will be no objective 
reasons favoring such a conclusion.5 The facts do not actually sup-
port it; indeed, the conclusion may be false (the bottle may actually 
be warm). In this sense, your inference was not good — its goodness 
was defeated. If you did know that the disabling defeater obtained (i.e. 
that the fridge was unplugged) then, on top of this, you were unrea-
sonable, to the extent that you were endorsing a conclusion for which 
you thought there were no (undefeated) reasons.

Practical reasoning can also be undercut. I will focus on pieces of 
practical reasoning in which an action is recommended as a means 
for achieving some end. This type of reasoning will be undercut if 
there are obstacles or impediments thwarting the success of the ac-
tion recommended as a means for the agent’s end.

Consider the following example. The fact that the traffic light is 
red is, generally, a reason to press the brake pedal (in order to avoid 

weight of some reason). Disablers (i.e. undercutting defeaters) could be seen as a 
limiting case of attenuators. Schroeder (2011) proposes to account for undercut-
ting defeat generally in terms of attenuation.

5 For the distinction between objective and subjective or apparent reasons, 
see Álvarez 2010: 24, Parfit 2011: 33-35, Schroeder 2007: 14-15, Sylvan 2015 
and Whiting 2014. As I will understand the distinction, objective reasons are 
facts that actually count in favor of some reaction. Subjective or apparent reasons 
are considerations that the subject takes to count in favor of some reaction — but 
it may be that they do not actually do so, in which case they are merely apparent 
reasons.
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accidents). However, if the brake pedal happens to be disconnected 
from the car’s brakes, there would not actually be good reasons to 
press the brake pedal (rather, there are reasons to use the hand brake 
or to drive the car into the field besides the road, so that you do not 
harm anyone). That the brake pedal is disconnected from the car 
brakes is an undercutting defeater for the original piece of reasoning 
— it is an impediment for the success of your attempt to slow down 
the car by pressing the brake pedal  (although such an attempt would 
be successful in a situation where the pedal were properly connected 
to the car brakes).

Another example. The fact that the desk is on fire is a reason to 
apply water to the desk. But if the fire is electrical, then you actually 
have reasons not to apply water (it would be dangerous to do so). 
When the fire is electrical, applying water to it is not a good means 
to achieve the goal of extinguishing the fire.

A final example: that your friend is being threatened by some 
thugs is a reason to call the police. But if the police department is 
corrupt and allied with the thugs, then you do not have reasons to 
turn to the police, but rather to avoid doing so.

Note that in all these examples, the initial premises of your rea-
soning do not turn out to be false: it is true that the desk is on fire or 
that your friend is being threatened by thugs. What happens is that 
further facts (perhaps unknown to you) prevent such known prem-
ises from giving reasons to perform certain actions (e.g. to apply 
water to the desk, or to call the police). In general, whether a fact p 
is a reason for an agent to do A depends on certain defeating condi-
tions not obtaining.

3 Relevant defeaters

One could argue that an agent is not entitled to perform a given ac-
tion unless she has ruled out the presence of all possible defeaters 
for the reasons recommending her action. However, in many cases 
the number of possible defeaters seems to be indefinitely large; with 
some imagination, one can always come up with further defeating 
possibilities (see Brandom 2000). If this is the case — as I will as-
sume —, then agents will not be in general in a position to rule 
out all possible defeaters (all possible impediments for the success 
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of their actions). Does this mean that practical reasoning is always 
enthymematic? I think not: it only means that our practical reasoning 
is usually defeasible. We often reason in absence of full information, 
but this does not make our reasoning enthymematic or defective (see 
Horty 2012: 81-91). Agents may be entitled to perform some action 
even if they have not ruled out all possible defeaters. Their entitle-
ment, however, will be defeasible: it may be revoked if some defeat-
ing condition actually obtains.

Once it is granted that not all defeating possibilities have to 
be explicitly considered, the question that arises is which of such 
possibilities have to be ruled out by the premises of our reasoning and 
which may remain unconsidered in the background. My proposal is 
the following. In order to count as entitled to perform some action, 
I submit, agents only need to rule out defeating possibilities that 
are relevant enough, and I will take it that a defeating possibility is 
relevant enough if there are (strong enough) reasons to suspect that 
it may obtain. When relevant defeating possibilities are not ruled 
out, the agent will not count as having good reasons to endorse 
the conclusion of her practical reasoning — her piece of practical 
reasoning will be enthymematic (even if said defeating possibilities 
did not actually obtain). It will not be rational to act guided by certain 
apparent reasons if you have good reasons to suspect that defeating 
conditions for those reasons may obtain. In contrast, irrelevant 
possible defeaters may remain unconsidered without making the 
inference enthymematic — they can be properly ignored (for the 
notion of properly ignoring, see Lewis 1996, Blome-Tillmann 2009, 
McKenna 2014).

When is a possible defeating condition relevant? I will argue that 
it depends on the circumstances surrounding the occasion of action, 
including contextual and practical factors.

4 The occasion-sensitivity of reasons for action

I have claimed that only relevant defeating possibilities need to be 
ruled out, and that a defeating possibility is relevant if there are 
reasons to suspect that it may obtain. Plausibly, whether there are 
reasons to have such suspicions depends on surrounding features of 
the occasion of action. More specifically, I submit, it will depend on 



227Pragmatism and Semantic Particularism

whether the occurrence of the defeater is likely enough or rationally 
expectable in the circumstances in which the action is to be carried 
out.

One first factor that arguably has a say on the relevance of a de-
feating possibility is what conditions are typical in the environment 
in which the action is to be performed. For instance, if electrical 
fires are very rare in a given environment (say, there is no electrical 
equipment around), then the agent will be entitled to apply water to 
a fire without being required to discard the possibility that its origin 
is electrical. However, in an environment where electrical fires are 
common, this possibility will be relevant and agents will have to rule 
it out before counting as having reasons to apply water to a fire.

So, if a defeater is likely to obtain in the sort of environment in 
which an action takes place, such a defeater needs to be explicitly 
considered — there are reasons to suspect that it may obtain. This is 
analogous to what happens in epistemology with fake barn scenarios 
(see Goldman 1976). The standard appraisal of such scenarios is that, 
if the agent happens to be in a fake-barn county environment (where 
fake barns are frequent), she needs to be in a position to discard the 
defeating possibility that she is facing a fake barn, in order to count 
as knowing (in virtue of her visual perception) that there is a barn in 
front of her; however, the agent is not required to be in a position to 
rule out such a defeating possibility when she is in ordinary environ-
ments, where fake barns are rare. Practical reasoning, I have argued, 
is sensitive to environmental conditions in an analogous way.

Furthermore, whether some defeating possibility is relevant will 
plausibly also depend on the information accessible to the agent. In 
particular, information contextually available may alter the likeli-
hood (in relation to the agent’s perspective) of certain possible de-
featers, and thereby modify the relevance of such possibilities. For 
example, if you do not know that you are in “harmless snake island” 
(where snakes are in general harmless), you will have reasons to sus-
pect that a snake may be venomous: given your information, it is a 
relevant possibility (let us assume that the larger world you inhabit 
is such that snakes are usually dangerous). However, this possibility 
stops being relevant — or at least becomes less relevant — if you 
know that you are in “harmless snake island”.

One may even argue that false or misleading information can 
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make some defeating possibility relevant for an agent. Suppose that 
you have convincing information (coming from a generally reliable 
source) suggesting that the police department may be corrupt and 
allied with the thugs of the city. Then you will have reasons to regard 
this possibility as relevant — to suspect that it may be the case —, even 
if the information is in fact misleading and the police department is 
not, and has never been, corrupt.

Moreover, it seems that whether a defeating possibility is relevant 
enough to merit consideration will depend on practical issues, such as 
how high stakes are and the costs associated with the agent’s decision. 
This is analogous to the sensitivity of knowledge claims to practical 
factors (as discussed, among others, by Fantl and McGrath (2009) 
and Stanley (2005)). To take a well-known example: if the conse-
quences of not going to the bank before Monday are catastrophic, 
one will need to rule out additional defeating possibilities before be-
ing entitled to conclude that one can wait until Saturday to go to the 
bank (since it was open last Saturday). For instance, one may need to 
make sure that the bank has not changed its time-table — whereas 
in low stakes circumstances it may be rational to wait until Saturday 
even if this possibility has not been considered.

Similarly, imagine that the consequences of your eating nuts are 
only mildly negative (you do not like the taste); then, reading in the 
menu that some salad is nut-free could be enough to be entitled to 
conclude that you may eat the salad. If, on the contrary, ingesting 
nuts would have dreary results (say, you are allergic) you may need 
to discard further possibilities that in more relaxed contexts could 
remain unconsidered (for instance, the possibility that the menu is 
out of date, or that the cook has made some mistake when preparing 
the salad).

Arguably, practical stakes and costs do not affect so much the 
strength of the reasons to suspect that some defeater may obtain, but 
rather how strong these reasons must be in order for the defeater to 
require explicit consideration. Practical factors would contribute to 
fixing the threshold of relevance below which a defeating possibil-
ity may remain unconsidered (in high stakes contexts the threshold 
will be lower). In this way, practical factors do not seem to alter 
the level of support offered by the premises of the agent’s reason-
ing; nevertheless, these factors plausibly have a say in determining 
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whether such level of support is enough for the agent to be rationally 
entitled to endorse the conclusion (i.e. to act on it). An action rec-
ommended by the agent’s evidence may stop being so recommended 
in an alternative context in which practical stakes are higher (even if 
no impediments actually obtain in either of the contexts).

5 Practical defeasibility and the occasion-sensitivity of 
pragmatist semantics

I have argued that whether some known facts give good reasons to 
perform a certain action depends on the circumstances surrounding 
the occasion of action — it depends on what defeating possibilities 
are relevant enough from the perspective of the context in which the 
practical deliberation is being carried out (and perhaps assessed). In 
this way, the goodness of inferential relations of rational support (i.e. 
what is a good reason for what) is sensitive to contextual factors.6

A consequence of this is that pragmatist theories of content turn 
out to be occasion-sensitive as well. These theories characterize the 
content of claims in terms of their role in theoretical and practi-
cal reasoning, in particular in terms of the conclusions that may be 
inferred from them. But it follows from the discussion above that 
the same practical inference may be good in a given context and en-
thymematic in another one, even if no obstacle is actually present in 
either context. This is so because in some contexts agents will need 
to rule out defeating possibilities that in other contexts are not rel-
evant and, therefore, can remain unconsidered without making the 
agent’s reasoning enthymematic (e.g. in some contexts but not others 
one will be required to rule out the possibility of the fire having elec-
trical origin, before being entitled to conclude that applying water to 
the desk is a “mode of rational conduct” which ensues from knowing 
that the desk is on fire).

Thus, pragmatism provides a particularist, occasion-sensitive 
view of content. The reason-giving relations that, on these views, 
determine content are occasion-sensitive and cannot be captured 

6 It must be noted this global conclusion about practical reasoning is compat-
ible with claiming that there are some undefeasible general moral principles (say, 
the principle that it is wrong to kill innocent people).
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by a generalist model — content-determining rational relations are 
holistic, in the sense that they are underpinned by a background of 
(typically indefinitely many) anti-defeating conditions. This does 
not mean, however, that general rules have no place in a pragmatist 
framework. Defeasible, general rules still guide our reasoning and 
action, although occasion-sensitive skills are required in order to ap-
preciate whether one is in the sort of context where a certain defea-
sible general rule prima facie applies.

Take the rule that one should call the police when threatened by 
thugs. In ordinary contexts, it seems rational to follow this general 
rule. However, there may be further contexts in which members of 
the police are typically corrupt and therefore such a rule does not 
apply; actually, in these contexts it could be that the rule that should 
be generally applied is to avoid the police when threatened by thugs. 
A competent reasoner must be able to adjust her reasoning disposi-
tions appropriately when perceiving this sort of contextual change.

One possible way for the pragmatist to incorporate this occasion-
sensitivity is to say that the content of claims depends on the con-
text of action — the sentence ‘The desk is on fire’ would express 
different contents in contexts where the possibility that the fire has 
electrical origins is relevant and in contexts where it is not. This will 
be problematic if one favors a view in which communication requires 
being able to share and transmit common contents across different 
practical contexts.

An alternative possibility is to take the content of claims to re-
main constant across practical contexts, even if their practical 
consequences may vary. The content of a claim would be charac-
terized as a function from practical contexts (and goals) to actions 
licensed. Grasping the content of a claim would amount to know-
ing what actions it recommends on each practical context (given the 
agent’s goals and collateral beliefs). Although this function would be 
context-invariant, in order for an agent to be able to properly think 
and talk in accordance to it, she would need to be sufficiently sensi-
tive to the relevant contextual features (e.g. typical environmental 
conditions, how high stakes are) that determine the practical conse-
quences of the claim on a given occasion. The resulting pragmatist 
view would still require that competent users of conceptual contents 
master certain occasion-sensitive skills.
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These proposals for modelling the occasion-sensitivity of pragma-
tist semantics certainly need to be further developed and discussed; 
however, this is something that lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
My purpose has been more modest: I have tried to show that a perva-
sive form of occasion-sensitivity arises in pragmatist semantic theo-
ries that characterize the content of claims in terms of their involve-
ment in defeasible practical reasoning.

Javier González de Prado Salas
Madrid Autonomous University

jgonzalezdeprado@gmail.com
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Abstract
The questions ‘Do I know p?’ and ‘shall I take p as a reason to act?’ 
seem to belong to different domains — or so claims Ernest Sosa in his 
Judgment and Agency (2015), the latest version of his virtue epistemol-
ogy. According to Sosa, we may formulate the first question in a purely 
epistemological way — a matter of knowledge “full stop” —, while 
the second one is necessarily intruded by pragmatic factors — a mat-
ter of “actionable knowledge”. Both should be answered, in his view, 
considering the reliability of my belief, but the former could be faced 
in total abstraction from my personal practical concerns. In this paper 
I dispute Sosa’s view, and claim that no purely epistemic level of knowl-
edge “full stop” is conceivable, at least within a reliabilist framework. 
A case is put forward in order to show that some given belief may not 
be considered as reliable by itself, as a token, but always as a member 
of a type, belonging to some class of reference of other beliefs. And 
the relevant class of reference may only be chosen considering personal 
practical interests.

Keywords
Epistemic rationality, practical rationality, virtue epistemology, prag-
matic encroachment, agent reliabilism.

1

The relationship between knowledge and action has become a cen-
tral issue in many recent debates in analytic epistemology. However, 
there are many different ways in which knowledge and action may 
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be related, and those different relations might have been confused at 
times. I will focus here on two of those relations, which go in op-
posite directions. First: knowledge may be considered as resulting 
from some particular kind of action — what is sometimes called a 
“cognitive performance”, but also all of those activities we engage in 
in order to achieve knowledge. Second: action, or at least some kinds 
of action, seem to be the result of states of knowledge — in the sense 
that knowledge is often a reason we adduce in order to justify our 
doings. Let me call the first sort of relationship AK (action leads to 
knowledge), and the second one KA (knowledge leads to action).1

With respect to the AK relationship, it seems uncontroversial 
that we only know — at least explicitly and consciously — those 
contents that we endorse, those beliefs that result from our judg-
ments; since endorsing and judging are things that we do (even if 
sub-intentionally), knowledge is the result of our doing. Virtue epis-
temology is an influential trend in analytic philosophy that makes 
a stronger claim in this respect: not only is knowledge, as a matter 
of fact, the effect of our cognitive doings: it is constitutively so. If the 
cognitive state we are in is not the effect of our doing, then virtue 
epistemologists will deny that it may be considered as knowledge. 
I.e., an agent who endorses some content p may only be said to know 
p if his getting it right on p is produced (in non-deviant ways) by 
her cognitive virtues and faculties. This claim may be spelled out in 
different ways, for instance: by appealing to the agent’s abilities and 
dispositions they manifest in forming true beliefs, to the credit they 
earn in the social milieu, to the virtuous character they exhibit, to 
the appropriateness of her intentions, and so on. All of those views 
share the target of attempting to account for the distinctive features 
of knowledge by appealing to the way it is produced by agents. This 
would allow us to put forward effective solutions to some well-
known epistemological puzzles. For instance, considering knowl-
edge as constituted by the agent’s doings would allow us to account 

1 This is of course related to “directions of fit” (Anscombe 1957; Searle 
1983), but the relationship I am discussing here is between knowledge and ac-
tion, whereas the “direction of fit” is a trait of propositional attitudes, and how 
they are related to their contents: by adjusting the mind to the world (as beliefs 
attempt to do) or by proposing ways in which the world ought to adjust to the 
mind (as desires do).
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for situations of knowledge-undermining luck, as the one that affects 
Gettier cases: an agent who has some justified true belief that is true 
by sheer luck may not be said to have knowledge, and the reason for 
this is, according to virtue epistemologists, that the agent has to earn 
her belief by herself; she has to achieve it.2 Virtue epistemology also 
seems quite promising with respect to the so-called ‘value problem’. 
Plato famously pointed out that states of knowledge do not have more 
instrumental value than mere true beliefs, at least prima facie. E.g., 
I will get to the city of Larissa just the same if I know the way to get 
there and if I merely happen to have the right belief about it — but nev-
ertheless we seem to value states of knowledge over and above those 
of mere true belief. Why is this so? According to virtue epistemolo-
gists, the reason is that we value knowledge because of the way it is 
produced. Its value stems from the way it is achieved (AK), not from 
the way it lead us to successful action (KA).

Some other debates in analytic epistemology have been more fo-
cussed on the KA relationship. Consider for instance the lively dis-
cussion on the “knowledge rule for assertion”: we should only as-
sert what we know — or so says Timothy Williamson (1996), who 
famously claimed that assertion is a kind of action — a speech act 
— that requires knowledge as its precedent condition in order to be 
properly performed. Of course, not only assertion, but many other 
actions seem to have knowledge as its rule. Practitioners, judges, 
teachers, and virtually every profesional is expected to perform 
some specific actions only if they know something for sure — and so 
happens even in our ordinary everyday lives. Paying special attention 
to the role knowledge plays in the performance of this kind of actions 
leads philosophers to look at the problem of value in a different sense. 
From that perspective, the peculiar value of knowledge would be a 
feature that results from its relevance to practical reasoning, that is, 
from the role it ought to play in the production of action (KA).

But consider now the possibility of pragmatic encroachment, as 
it has been defended in epistemology. The question at issue there is a 
kind of backfire effect from the fact that knowledge may be essential-
ly relevant to understand some kinds of action: the point in this dis-
cussion is not just that you may not act unless you have knowledge, 

2 See Sosa 2007, 2015; Greco 2010 and my discussion in Navarro 2015.
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but that you don’t have knowledge unless the belief that you have is 
so good that you could act on it. What is concerning about this idea 
is that it allows practical interests to intrude epistemic assessments. 
If Stanley (2005) or Fantl and McGrawth (2007) are right, for in-
stance, our assessment of some cognitive state as knowledge depends 
on the practical context where the agent intends to act. This posi-
tion appeared as a radical interpretation of some possibilities raised 
by epistemic contextualists in the late nineties (Lewis 1996, Cohen 
2000). In ordinary situations, contextualists claimed, we may say 
that an agent knows p, even if her evidential basis is relatively poor; 
but those standards rise when stakes are high. We become more de-
manding, and so does the agent herself, if she is not epistemically 
reckless. She should know better, considering what is at stake. Origi-
nal contextualists had what would later prove to be quite a conserva-
tive interpretation of these situations, claiming that epistemic evalu-
ation is distinctive, but context-dependant. However, defendants 
of pragmatic encroachment would later hold a much more radical 
view, according to which the change in the practical situation affects 
the very epistemic assessment of the scene. If this is right, the issue 
whether an agent knows or not could never be detached from her 
practical concerns.

I believe that, in a way, the issue of pragmatic encroachment re-
sults from the intertwinement of AK and KA. In order to be virtuous 
in exercising her epistemic faculties, and consider her own belief as 
rationally grounded enough to constitute knowledge (which is an AK 
matter), the agent should consider the context where she intends to 
perform (which is a KA matter); whereas, at the very same time, in 
order to properly decide whether to take p as a reason to act or not 
(KA), she should deliberate on the epistemic strength of her cogni-
tive state (AK). Now, it is hard to deny that this intertwinement 
introduces a risk of circular reasoning: I will not come to a conclu-
sion in my epistemic reasoning, and be entitled to take my belief as 
knowledge, unless it is a piece of information so solid than I could act 
on it; but I will not be able to finish my practical reasoning, and con-
sider my belief as a proper reason for my action, unless it is so good 
as to constitute knowledge. Imagine an agent holding some justified 
true belief p, where every strictly epistemic feature has been settled. 
If, assuming pragmatic encroachment, we asked about her: “Does 
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she know p?”, we would be claiming that the answer to this question 
is in another question: “Shall she act as if p?”. But, at the very same 
time, we would be holding that the answer to this second question 
is in the first one.

If we assumed pragmatic encroachment, then, it seems that we 
could not solve the AK puzzle until we solve the KA puzzle, while 
the KA puzzle would send us back to the AK one, and so on. In the 
end, if we intended to be strictly rational, we would never be able 
either to know or to act.

In practice, such kind of circular reasoning is not pernicious be-
cause it works like a kind of spiral. The rising of my practical con-
cerns leads me to hesitate about the evidence that I have, forcing me 
to be more sceptical in my epistemic deliberation, and to search for 
further evidence that may reinforce my belief up to the point that 
I consider it firm enough as to constitute both, at the same time, 
knowledge and a rational basis for action. Fortunately, life does not 
wait for philosophers to finish their infinite regresses — we would 
have extinguished long time ago if it did —, but philosophers cannot 
happily remain in them.

2

There would be a way out of this vicious circle if we could find a 
level of epistemic deliberation completely independent of the agent’s 
practical concerns. If such a level were at least conceivable, we could 
first ascribe this basic sort of knowledge to the agent and then, later 
(in the logical sense), look at her practical situation in order to decide 
whether it is convenient for her to act on that piece of knowledge, or 
if, perhaps, she should know better.

The way I have read it, that is Ernest Sosa’s proposal in his Judg-
ment and Agency, when he distinguishes between knowledge “full 
stop” and “actionable knowledge” (Sosa 2015: 168-91).3 We may 

3 Sosa is consistent in calling the second kind of knowledge ‘actionable’, but 
he has many different labels for the first kind, besides the one of ‘full stop’ (2015: 
178), like those of ‘human knowledge’ (179), ‘what we know period’ (179), ‘to 
know something “flat out” ’ (180), ‘knowledge all right’ (187),… I believe all of 
them have similar senses, at least within the eight chapter of his 2015, which is 
the main focus of my attention here.
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decide, in Sosa’s view, whether an agent knows p “full stop” even if 
we have no idea whatsoever about the practical interests that she had 
while forming her belief — or even if she had no practical interests 
at all. The belief deserves to be called ‘knowledge’, whatever the 
agent’s practical context is, and thus the issue could be settled disre-
garding the issue whether her belief is good enough as to act on it.4

Ernest Sosa’s epistemology is a version of agent reliabilism: a view 
according to which some belief is knowledge if the agent produced it 
reliably enough. In particular, Sosa holds that the belief must manifest 
the agent’s cognitive faculties and virtues: capacities and abilities that 
she has, which make her reliable in achieving true beliefs. Doxastic 
processes, according to Sosa, have the constitutive goal of “getting 
it right” on some issue. However, when it is a matter of knowledge, 
we are not only interested in getting it right. The agents’ genuinely 
epistemic deliberations have furthermore as their constitutive goal 
the one of achieving the truth by themselves, thanks to an exercise 
of their own abilities (in the sense that the formation of their beliefs 
would manifest the exercise of their capacities in non-deviant ways). 
Sosa’s theory is then a paradigmatic case of virtue epistemology, as I 
introduced it in the first section, since it attempts to solve the main 
problems in the theory of knowledge by teasing out the AK relation-
ship. If an agent’s cognitive performance was a real manifestation of 
the agent’s abilities — that is: if she attained the truth “aptly” —, 
and the agent was “reliable enough” in achieving this, then we may 

4 This distinction is not the same as the one between “animal” and “reflec-
tive” knowledge that was, and still is, crucial in Sosa’s virtue epistemology (Sosa 
2007). The animal/reflective distinction has to do with the piece of knowledge 
being merely reliable (“animal”), or its being achieved by an agent that is aware of 
her own reliability (“reflective”, which in Sosa’s views is a matter of second order 
reliability). Furthermore, Sosa has later defended the importance of defining a 
third level of knowledge (“knowing full well”), achieved when the belief is not 
only reliable and the agent is aware of her own reliability, but when the belief is 
reliable because the agent is aware of her own reliability. There are different ways 
in which the animal/reflective/full-well trichotomy and the agential/“full-stop” 
dichotomy may be related, and I am not aware of Sosa being very explicit on this 
point. The way I interpret him (and I thank Modesto Gómez-Alonso for changing 
my views on this), the animal/reflective/full-well categorization belongs to the 
realm of knowledge “full stop”, which is a matter of purely epistemic deliberation 
(see Gómez-Alonso 2014: 25-7).
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consider the resulting belief as a piece of knowledge.
But how much is “reliable enough”? Sosa (2015: 172) is aware 

that that is a highly context-dependant feature. It may not be simply 
solved as a matter of probability, since each human domain of action 
sets its own reliability standards. The basketball player may be “reli-
able enough” if she has a 40% three-point percentage. A meteorolo-
gist may have a considerable ability to predict the weather even if 
she is short of being 50% reliable. The domain defines the standard. 
And, in particular, the standard for epistemic evaluations may also 
vary depending on practical factors. We may be much more demand-
ing in some situations than in some others, when much is at stake.

Nevertheless, Sosa claims that there is a specific standard for epis-
temic evaluations, considering achieving the truth as an independent 
goal of our lives. We may search for truth while performing in many 
different domains — in so far as any domain’s interest ought better 
be guided by true rather than by false beliefs — but pursuing the 
truth is, according to Sosa, an action we may consider in isolation from 
all those practical concerns. Even if we normally do it while trying to 
get some benefits, it is something we could aim to do on its own. He 
thus defines a domain of performances, cognitive performances, that 
has its own rules, its own standards of reliability, its own normative 
evaluation:

Despite how susceptible we can be to epistemically irrelevant prag-
matic factors, there is such a thing as disinterested belief influenced 
purely by the aim to get it right, to believe correctly (Sosa 2015: 181).

So, the view is that strictly epistemic reliability standards may 
be defined disregarding practical motivations and the specific do-
main of practical interest where the resulting belief may be of use. 
That purely theoretical level of reliability may be assessed, in Sosa’s 
opinion, by considering two requirements: one imposed by memory, 
and the other by testimony. First, the agent has to consider whether 
the belief that p she has obtained is safe enough as to deserve to be 
stored in her memory for later retrieval. And second, the product of 
her epistemic deliberation must be safe enough as to deserve to be 
communicated to others. In other words: the goal of epistemic de-
liberation is to obtain a belief that is good enough to be remembered 
by the agent herself in the future, and to be communicated to others.
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Memory and testimony would thus allow us to establish a stan-
dard for evaluation of our beliefs that is — and even must be — inde-
pendent of what the agent is doing while she forms her belief. It must 
be so independent because that same piece of information may later 
be employed by the agent in the future, with some completely dif-
ferent practical interests, not to speak of those that the recipient of 
her testimony may have. Given that I, in the future, might not share 
my current practical aims, and so may happen with others that will 
perhaps obtain that information from me, my epistemic assessment 
should abstract from those practical interests.

According to Sosa then, strictly epistemic deliberation settles the 
standard for knowledge “full stop”, disregarding the agent’s motiva-
tional states (if any), which would be irrelevant for strictly epistemic 
validity. Those practical interests may have had an important causal 
role in the belief’s aetiology, but they are of no use in order to deter-
mine the strictly epistemic validity of the belief.

The reason why memory and testimony are what set the standards 
for knowledge “full stop” assessments is that, according to Sosa, our 
epistemic practices are rooted in our constitution as social agents. 
We are epistemic creatures because we are members of a species 
that systematically relies on the sharing of information. If informa-
tion were stored and transferred with extremely poor standards, we 
would probably be doomed to extinction. And if knowledge were al-
ways to be assessed considering the specific practical situation where 
the agent achieves it, related to the context of her specific practical 
goals, then our social employment of it would be almost impossible. 
That is why we store it, so to speak, in abstract, detached from the 
motivational aetiology that produces it and the practical goals we 
pursue while forming it, which are not constitutive elements of the 
resulting epistemic state.

Once this basic level of purely epistemic evaluation is settled, 
we may later (in the logical sense) want to take the agent’s personal 
practical context into consideration, in order to decide whether that 
piece of knowledge “full stop” is good enough to be acted on or not. 
The agent’s practical aims, and the risks she assumes in taking her 
belief as true, become then a crucial factor in her deliberation on 
what Sosa calls ‘actionable knowledge’: knowledge the agent may 
take as a basis for her action. But this level of assessment should be 
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distinguished from the purely epistemic one, which is not (or even 
should not) be affected by those specific practical concerns at all.

Now, this may be read as an attempt to solve the threat of circu-
larity I introduced at the beginning of this paper: the matter whether 
some given belief is good enough as to be considered knowledge “full 
stop” would be a purely epistemic issue, independent of any specific 
practical concerns. In contrast to this, deliberation on whether some 
given piece of knowledge is good enough as to act on it would be 
a matter of actionable knowledge, a moment in which considering 
the specific practical concerns of the agent would be unavoidable. 
Knowledge “full stop” would thus allow us to isolate a purely AK 
issue (is the belief correctly produced in order to be called knowl-
edge?), while actionable knowledge would introduce, at a second 
level, the issue of KA (is my knowledge good enough as to act on it?). 
The account would be free of circularity because both issues, AK 
and KA, could be considered serially, being AK independent, and 
logically previous.

3

Sosa’s strategy to refrain pragmatic encroachment has different mo-
ments. The first one is to restrict the effects of pragmatic encroach-
ment to the mixed concept of agential knowledge, which is, as we 
have seen, half epistemic and half prudential. But he assumes this 
only under the condition that another purely epistemic level of delib-
eration be recognised, where such encroachment would be banned:

Thus do we admit a sort of pragmatic encroachment. The relevant 
difference between the study or seminar room and the market place 
is constituted by practical concerns. Practical concerns do bear on 
whether we affirm reliably enough. However, our grade of encroach-
ment need not go all the way to the particular practical context of the 
believer whose belief is up for epistemic assessment. Social epistemic 
norms can abstract from such specific contexts (Sosa 2015: 60).

The idea is then that we may abstract from the agent’s particu-
lar practical context in order to attribute knowledge “full stop” to 
her. Perhaps her belief would not be reliable enough to act on it in 
her specific practical situation, but it could be good enough to be 
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remembered as known, in general, and to be communicated to oth-
ers as a piece of knowledge.

But one first problem arises immediately — one Sosa is perfectly 
alive to: namely that it does not seem possible to consider the belief 
as worthy or not in total abstraction from practical concerns. Imagine 
for instance that an agent stored belief p when stakes were very low 
for her. She simply relied spontaneously on her faculties, and was 
not considering some possibilities that she should have taken as pos-
sible defeaters of her belief under some other high stakes situation. 
Imagine we clainmed that the belief was good enough to be stored as 
something known “full stop”. Some time later, our agent remembers 
p, and communicates it to somebody else. Is she doing well in mak-
ing this testimony? That is: should she claim that she knows p? Could 
that status be properly attributed to her belief, disregarding not only 
her original situation, when the belief was acquired, but most impor-
tantly the specific practical situation where her interlocutor may find 
herself, while asking for information?

It is hard to make sense of responsibility here, or to spell out the 
normativity of testimony, unless some idea of practical context is 
considered. In other words: hardly could knowledge “full stop” be 
the rule for memory retrieval and testimony if it were absolutely 
abstracted from its formation process and the level of exigency the 
agent had while forming it.

But as I said Sosa himself is well aware of this. He does not say 
that knowledge “full stop” ought to be attributed disregarding prac-
tical concerns in general, but only disregarding the agent’s practical 
concern in particular. For that reason, Sosa’s virtue epistemology as-
sumes a second form of pragmatic encroachment that is deeper than 
the one we found in the previous quote, since practical concerns do 
have a crucial role to play even in the purely epistemic assessment of 
knowledge “full stop”:

The epistemically successful life is a difficult thing to define in general 
terms, as is the epistemically successful history of a community or spe-
cies. It seems a matter of collectively attaining and sustaining a picture 
of the surrounding world that enables a level of prediction, control, 
and understanding within an acceptable range, given the possibilities 
and trade-offs proper to the constitution and situation of the subject 
and/or his group. Here non-epistemic factors do plausibly bear. What deter-
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mines the acceptable range depends on the needs of that life and community, and 
on the range of possible success allowed by participants’ constitution and situa-
tion (Sosa 2015: 173, my emphasis).

The particular practical situation of the agent does not affect 
the strictly epistemic level of knowledge “full stop” deliberation: it 
only affects the reflection on that piece of knowledge as actionable. 
Nevertheless, the general practical constitution of agents does have 
much to say on the basic deliberation on knowledge “full stop”. In pure 
abstraction from this general practical constitution, no deliberation 
on knowledge (in any sense) would even be conceivable, since it is this 
general practical realm what defines the set of significant scenarios 
and possibilities where our beliefs are expected to be reliable enough 
for later retrieval and testimony.

This move allows Sosa to find a way out of the problem I have 
just pointed out: even if the agent was in a low stakes situation when 
formed the belief, she could be responsible while storing it as knowl-
edge “full stop” and, most importantly, when communicating it to 
others as something known, even if she later is, or her interlocutors 
are, in a high stakes situations. That is so because the belief was reli-
able enough considering “the possibilities and trade-offs proper to 
the constitution and situation of the subject and/or his group”.

Therefore, the reflection on whether some belief is good enough 
to be acted on in general affects the deliberation on whether it is good 
enough to constitute knowledge “full stop”. What distinguishes the 
deliberation on actionable knowledge is that it is the particular practi-
cal situation what ought to be considered. So, in a way, pragmatic 
encroachment seems to go all the way down to the purely epistemic 
level of knowledge “full stop”. Otherwise, the very idea of reliability 
would loose its grip.

But Sosa seems to be fine with this. Reflecting on the conditions 
of reliability for purely epistemic deliberation, we have just seen 
him claiming that “non-epistemic factors do plausibly bear”. That is 
the reason why he also talks about knowledge “full stop” as “human 
knowledge”: the sort of knowledge that may be expected from us, as 
human beings. If our biological constitution were completely differ-
ent, or our practical aims had nothing to do with the ones that we 
usually have as members of our species, our epistemic standards for 
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knowledge “full stop” would doubtlessly vary. That knowledge would 
not be “human” anymore. Our general biological and practical con-
stitution is inscribed at the very root of our epistemic deliberations.

In that way, Sosa’s solution to the AK/KA puzzle would not ex-
actly be to preserve a core of strictly epistemic deliberation for the 
AK side of the story. Even purely epistemic assessment for Knowl-
edge “full stop” (AK) would in fact be affected by practical factors, 
only that those would be purely generic: the sort of aims and goals 
that may be expected from members of our species in general. That 
level would not be affected by the personal situation of the agent in 
particular. This would still allow Sosa to solve the risk of circularity, 
because we would not have to consider the agent’s particular practi-
cal context in order to deliberate on her knowledge “full stop”: we 
should only consider the species general practical concerns, average 
limitations and usual capacities. So far, so good — or so it seems.

4

The conclusion from the preceding section has been that, instead of 
achieving the ideal goal of isolating strictly epistemic deliberation 
from all kinds of pragmatic factors, Sosa assumes that pragmatic fac-
tors are inscribed in both kinds of epistemic deliberation, only that in 
importantly different ways: on the one hand, knowledge “full stop” 
deliberation would be affected by the general practical constitution 
of the species and group the agent belongs to. Those are an impor-
tant factor to settle the standard of reliability for knowledge “full 
stop”, and thus to solve the AK puzzle (the exercise of agency that 
leads to knowledge). On the other hand, deliberation on actionable 
knowledge would be affected by the speciic practical situation of the 
agent (what is at stake in particular when she intends to act with 
some practical goal in mind), which would allow her to solve the 
KA puzzle (the consideration of knowledge as a basis for action). The 
difference between knowledge “full stop” and actionable knowledge 
would be that only the latter would be intruded by the specific prac-
tical interests of the agent — i.e., her personal goals and stakes.

What I would like to do in this final section is to put forward an 
objection to this account, based on a case that shows that pragmatic 
factors must be inscribed in epistemic deliberations at all levels, in an 
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even deeper sense — a sense that Sosa would probably reject. If my 
case works, it shows that the speciic practical situation of the agent 
must also be considered at the level of knowledge “full stop” delib-
eration, which would otherwise be unworkable. If I am right, not 
only the general practical constitution of the species or group would 
affect such deliberation, but also the specific and particular practical 
situation of the agent.

Sosa believes that the aim of “getting it right”, the purely epis-
temic one of forming a true belief, is what constitutes the proper 
locus of epistemic assessment. But I will try to show that considering 
the aim of “getting it right” is not enough: we also have to contem-
plate the agent’s goals, what she intends to do, in order to find out if 
she gets it right reliably at all.

Here is the case. Let me first introduce the scene deprived of 
specific practical concerns:

LETTER: Alice has in her hands a disorganized bunch of letters 
from the 50s, belonging to different authors. Many of those au-
thors suspected at that time that the Government was spying on 
them, and they were thus prone to introduce false information in 
their letters. Alice is now reading one of them, written by H.P. 
Gordon, who is the author of a significant number of the letters in 
that bunch (but not its majority). In that letter (dated August 10, 
1954), Gordon claimed: “I have never met Mr Clark”. As a mat-
ter of fact, Gordon never suspected he could be spied by anyone, 
and everything he wrote in his letters was always true, including 
this claim.

Call p the proposition ‘HP Gordon did not meet Mr Clark be-
fore August 1954’. Could we say that Alice knows p? The answer 
depends, of course, on the reliability of her source. Gordon’s let-
ters were reliable, but they were surrounded by those of many other 
unreliable informants. It was perhaps too easy for her to get simi-
lar pieces of information, in the very same way, but to form wrong 
beliefs inadvertently. We would thus probably hesitate to attribute 
knowledge to her, since the case is clearly affected by what Pritchard 
has called ‘environmental luck’ (2012: 267). Knowledge must be 
obtained in a reliable way, and if nearby fatal possibilities were too 
close, we would probably hesitate that what she got was knowledge 
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at all, even if she actually got it right.5

According to Sosa, we could assess the reliability of that belief 
disregarding the agent’s motivation, if any. We should just consider 
her cognitive action of forming belief p with the aim of getting it 
right, on the background of the general practical concerns of our 
species, and our general constitution, and disregarding what Alice 
in particular wants to do with that piece of knowledge, and what is 
at stake for her.

This seems to me quite right with respect to the issue of stakes. 
Let me exemplify this by imagining two specific practical contexts 
for LETTER, where only stakes vary:

SERIOUS: If Alice got it wrong, she would loose her job, and her 
family would die of starvation.

RELAXED: If Alice got it wrong, her idle curiosity would have 
been satisfied by some wrong belief.

I agree with Sosa that, in this case, we may assess reliability for 
knowledge “full stop” disregarding what is at stake for the agent, and 
then later decide on whether that piece of knowledge is actionable 
for her or not, depending on the agent’s specific situation. That is so 
because the rising of stakes does not particularly affect the set of situ-
ations in contrast to which we are considering her judgment (what is 
called its ‘class of reference’). Stakes rising affects how demanding 
our reliability threshold is, but it does not change anything in the 
way that reliability is estimated. That is why my objection will not be 
related to the issue of stakes, but to what we may call the issue of tasks. 
What I would like to show is that the situation varies hugely if what 
we change is not the level of risks, but the specific practical task the 
agent aims to perform.

The fact is that the agent’s judgment that p could take place in 
very different courses of practical action, which would affect the 

5 I am aware that nothing in LETTER is said about Alice’s awareness of the 
possibility to find lies in those letters. This would, of course, be crucial for a real 
situation, but not for what I intend to prove, since it is not a matter of telling ani-
mal and reflective knowledge apart (reliability and awareness of one’s own reli-
ability). As I will show in a moment, the very assessment of first order reliability 
is what is at stake, and the possibility that it be affected by practical interests.
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relative relevance of nearby possibilities. The specific practical mo-
tivations of the agent would make some counterfactual possibilities 
be much more salient than others, and this would alter the relations 
of proximity between possible worlds that support the assessment of 
reliability. This will be clear with the help of two variations of the 
case, where only the respective practical tasks are different:

FIFTIES: Alice is writing a monograph on ordinary life in the 
50s. She is not especially interested in H.P. Gordon’s life or opin-
ions in particular, and she may pick and read one of his letters, 
just as any other one in the bunch.

BIOGRAPHY: Alice is writing H.P. Gordon’s biography. She is 
not particularly interested in any other of the authors of those 
letters, which she would just skip in order to read only Gordon’s 
ones.

First of all, I would like to highlight the fact that this difference 
in tasks has nothing to do with a rising of stakes: a FIFTIES context 
for LETTER may be combined either with SERIOUS or RELAXED 
versions of the stakes issue. The difference between FIFTIES and 
BIOGRAPHY has to do with Alice’s interests and practical projects, 
not with what is at stake for her or anybody else. The standards for 
reliability are not rising in that sense, they could be considered to 
remain just the same, and to vary depending on what is at stake (SE-
RIOUS vs. RELAXED situations).

My point is that, in order to consider her belief as reliable, we 
have to decide which are the relevant nearby situations where she 
could have got it wrong. The belief is not reliable in and by itself, but 
always considered as a case, a token, belonging to a class of possible 
beliefs she could have formed — its class of reference. The question 
is that the difference in practical tasks affects the class of reference 
that allows us to consider Alice’s belief that p as reliable (i.e. as not 
easily wrong). If Alice were engaged in the task of FIFTIES, she 
would be reading Gordon’s letter just as she could be reading any of 
the other letters in the collection, most of whose authors were dis-
guising their own opinions in order to elude censorship. We should 
thus consider the general collection of letters as the set of situations 
among which only a few — Gordon’s letters, a trait that is irrelevant 
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for her — would provide Alice with truthful information. She could 
be reading just any of those letters, but Alice is luckily in front of 
one whose author is not lying, and what she gets from it is perfectly 
true: Gordon never met Clark before 1954. However, in that situa-
tion she could have got it wrong too easily, a mistake that would have 
been unnoticed by her. Hardly would we say then that what she got 
is knowledge, not even knowledge “full stop”, since her reliability is 
extremely low, considering the whole bunch of letters as the class of 
reference.

But imagine now Alice being engaged in the task of BIOGRA-
PHY. She would not be interested at all in those letters in her col-
lection that belonged to the other authors, which she would skip 
in order only to read those written by Gordon. In that case, the 
relevant class of reference is not the whole bunch of letters, because 
she would have a strong attentional bias towards those belonging to 
Gordon. It would be very rare her to stop and loose her time reading 
a letter from somebody she is not interested at all in — and that is 
why those other letters ought not be considered as members of the 
class of reference that we have to take into consideration in order to 
assess her reliability. Now, in BIOGRAPHY, Alice would be obtain-
ing a true belief (Gordon never met Clark before 1954) from a source 
(letters of Gordon) where most information is truthful. The possibil-
ity that Alice could have got some wrong information would not be 
modally nearby, even if it would be spatially nearby: the letters from 
other authors who contain a bunch of lies are there, perhaps even 
adjacent to the one she is reading, but they would just be ignored by 
her, not because she knows they contain many lies, but because she 
is not (practically) interested in then, given that she is involved in the 
task of BIOGRAPHY.

So, I would agree with Sosa that considerations on what is at 
stake should not affect our deliberation on knowledge “full stop”. 
It is just the general practical constitution of human beings what 
ought be considered in that respect, and not the specific risks the 
agent is facing. The point where I disagree with Sosa is the claim 
that the specific practical task the agent may be involved in is also a 
dismissible feature of the scene, defined by her goals and interests. 
Rather, I believe that we must take those factors into consideration 
even for strictly epistemic deliberation, since otherwise we would 
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have no reason to choose one set of possibilities as the relevant one 
among other alternative sets. The interests of the agent are at least 
an important factor in order to define the relevant class of refer-
ence against which we may consider her belief formation process. 
In abstraction from such practical concerns, our decision about how 
to meassure her reliability would be simply arbitrary. There is no 
reason to decide whether she is reading a letter among many that 
contain lies (the whole bunch), or one among some that only contain 
truths (those written by Gordon). Spatial proximity ought not be 
assumed as the only relevant feature to evaluate modal proximity. In 
the case of BIOGRAPHY, spatially faraway letters would be modally 
much closer than those that may be spatially adjacent to the one she is 
reading. The possibility that she could have read a different letter by 
Gordon is much more relevant in that case than the possibility that 
she could have read a letter by some of the other authors, given her 
particular practical interests.6

In contrast to the issue of stakes, the one of tasks does not just 
alter the standards of demand for reliability, but the class of reference 
against which that reliability is meassured. The interest bias would 
show that not all counterfactual possibilities supporting our reliabil-
ity assessments are equally important. If we tried to abstract Alice’s 
affirmation (her attempt to “get it right”) from those practical aims, 
the issue of reliability could not be solved but in an arbitrary way7. 

6 Another way of making my claim here is by saying that we should not take 
for granted that “environment” (in Pritchard’s notion of “environmental luck”), 
ought be understood in merely spatial and temporal terms. It would be more wise 
to define it in relation to the possible courses of action the agent may be engaged 
in, regarding her goals and interests, and the practical plans they give rise to.

7 The issue I am raising here is a version of the generality problem (i.e., the 
fact that we have to decide on the set of contexts where the agent may be con-
sidered as reliable). Let me recall this problem in a nutshell (I follow here Greco 
2007: 59): as we have seen, reliabilism is the view that only beliefs produced by 
reliable cognitive processes may be considered epistemically justified. The gen-
erality problem is an effect of the fact that justification attaches to belief tokens, 
whereas reliability attaches to process types, and any belief token may fall under 
many process types. Therefore, we have to decide which type is the one imple-
mented by the token before we find out whether it is reliable or not. This problem 
was originally proposed as a devastating objection to reliabilist theories of justi-
fication — although it may be extended to other theories, as Bishop (2010) has 



Jesús Navarro250

Getting it right on the issue whether p is something she may be do-
ing quite reliably in BIOGRAPHY, but not reliably at all in FIFTIES. 
Does Alice know that p then? That depends on the specific practical 
task she is facing. Whether or not what an agent believes may count 
as knowledge is an issue that strictly depends on what she is aiming 
at.

5

To summarise, the case here proposed would have shown that, within 
a reliabilist framework, as is the one proposed by Sosa, no level of 
epistemic deliberation may be defined that is completely independent 
from the agent’s specific practical concerns. It might be objected that 
this is quite an ambitious claim, which could hardly be proved by just 
one single imagined case. And that is perfectly right: if this case proves 
anything at all, it is because it instantiates a pattern that may poten-
tially affect all epistemic deliberations — as happened with Gettier 
cases, whose relevance did not rely on Edmund Gettier’s excogitation 
of half a dozen situations. What the general pattern shows is that mod-
al proximity is an issue that we should approach taking the specific 
practical interests of the agent into consideration — and an infinite 
number of cases may be envisaged employing this same idea8. If we 

convincingly shown. I don’t find it devastating, but just an interesting question 
we must have an answer to, if we want to develop the reliabilist framework. The 
original version of the problem was mostly related to the issue of defining the rel-
evant faculties that intervened in the belief formation process. Somebody’s per-
ceptual belief, for instance, could be considered to be produced by perception, 
visual perception, visual perception in broad daylight, etc., which are process 
types that vary in their degree of reliability. The challenge for reliabilism is to 
specify which level of generality is the appropriate one for purposes of evaluating 
the belief token in question. My variation of this argument applies it to practical 
tasks: we have to find out whether Alice’s belief that p results from her attempt 
to write a monograph on the FIFTIES, or from her attempt to write Gordon’s 
BIOGRAPHY, or just from her idle curiosity, and the resulting reliability would 
vary depending on the different attentional biases those activities would imply. 
A similar employment of the generality problem was made by Stitch (1990), in 
order to argue for a culture-dependant account of the concept of knowledge.

8 For instance, it could be alleged that Goldman’s (1976) famous fake barns 
case is only based on the presence of barn-looking objects in Henry’s surround-
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make sense of reliability in terms of modal proximity (in the sense 
that the agent is reliable if she would succeed in most nearby possible 
worlds), then we are in need of a criterion to choose the relevant set 
of possible worlds. In order to do so, spatial or temporal proximity is 
certainly not the only feature to consider, and probably not even the 
most important one. On the contrary, the agent’s interests and plans 
seem to make a crucial difference in order to grasp the possible set of 
situations that should be considered as the relevant class of reference 
for our reliability assessments. That would explain why, pace Sosa, 
not only the general constitution of the species must be considered in 
order to define a putative level of knowledge “full stop”, but also the 
specific practical goals the agent is pursuing while forming her belief.

The way I see it, there is a strong pragmatist moral to be followed 
from this argument — although I may just have given here some rea-
sons in its favour that are far from being conclusive. Namely: that 
beliefs are, constitutively, instruments, and not pictures or static 
representations. The epistemic quest makes sense because it is a part 
of action, not because it is an action apart that may be theoretically 
reconstructed as a matter of pure static contemplation. This is the 
strongly pragmatist thesis I would endorse, in contrast to Sosa’s at-
tempt to contain pragmatic encroachment by defining a separate realm 
for purely epistemic deliberation, isolated from practical concerns.9
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Abstract
Rejectivism is one of the most influential embodiments of pragmatism 
within contemporary philosophy of logic, advancing an explanation of 
the meaning of a logical notion, negation, in terms of the speech act 
of denial. This paper offers a challenge to rejectivism by proposing 
that in virtue of explaining negation in terms of denial, the rejectivist 
ought to be able to explain the concept of contradiction partially in 
terms of denial. It is argued that any failure to achieve this constitutes 
an explanatory failure on the part of rejectivism, and reasons are then 
provided to doubt that the challenge can be successfully met.
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1 Negation and denial

The predominant view in the philosophy of logic that one denies a 
proposition just when one asserts its negation has its genesis in the 
work of Frege, where logic is understood to be the study of inference, 
what one is permitted to infer given their commitments, rather than 
that of implication:

To make a judgment because we are conscious of other truths as pro-
viding a justification is known as inferring. There are laws governing 
this kind of justification, and to set up these laws of correct inference 
is the goal of logic. (Frege 1979: 3)

Conceiving of logic as an account of inference requires a philosophi-
cal concern for whether the premises at hand have been asserted, 
and thus are suitable to be used for inferences (Frege 1980: 16-17). 
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A concern evident in Frege’s own calculus in the Begriffsschrift, where 
the judgement stroke is used to communicate whether the premises 
in question have been asserted or not.

With this inferential conception of logic, and premises conceived 
of as asserted propositions, it is little surprise that Frege (1960) 
proposed an intimate relationship between the speech act of denial 
and negation. After all, if propositional variables in a logic are un-
derstood in terms of an individual’s commitments, it is reasonable 
that the truth-reversing truth-functor negation should communicate 
an individual’s denial of the negated proposition. For Frege (1960), 
however, assertion was the primary speech act, and thus the denial 
of a proposition p was always explained in terms of the assertion of 
p’s negation.

While Frege’s general inferential conception of logic is no longer 
popular, his theory on the relationship between negation and denial 
is still the mainstream view. Denying a proposition just is asserting 
its negation. Two modern theories of negation, however, challenge 
this mainstream view. Firstly, dialetheists, and notably Priest (2006: 
Chapter 6), reject any intimate relationship between negation and 
denial whatsoever, a consequence of their wishing to admit the truth 
of both some propositions and their negations without committing 
themselves to the simultaneous assertion and denial of some proposi-
tions. Denial is interpreted as a sui generis speech act non-equivalent 
to any assertion, and consequently even the assertion of a negation 
is non-equivalent to any denial. In contrast, rejectivism agrees with 
Frege that there is an intimate relationship between negation and 
denial, but proposes that he was wrong to suppose that the denial of 
a proposition should be understood in terms of the assertion of its 
negation. Instead, the pragmatic concept of denial should have ex-
planatory primacy over the logical concept of negation, and thus the 
meaning of negation should fundamentally be understood in terms of 
the act of denial (Price 1990, Smiley 1996, Rumfitt 2000).

2 A challenge to rejectivism

Without taking a stand on which theory of negation is the most ten-
able overall, this paper offers a challenge to rejectivism, to dem-
onstrate that it is possible to construct a philosophically plausible 
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definition of ‘contradiction’ in terms of denial, with the consequence 
that any failure to do so will count against the theory’s explanatory 
power.

The motivation for our challenge arises from two suppositions: (i) 
That the concept of contradiction is partially explained in terms of 
negation, and (ii) The transitivity of explanations:

With any attempt to explain some phenomenon Y in terms of 
some phenomenon X, if it is generally accepted that a third phe-
nomenon Z should be (partially) explained in terms of Y, then it 
should be possible to (partially) explain Z in terms of X.

While our first supposition will be discussed in the following section, 
two points should sufficiently motivate our presupposing the transi-
tivity of explanations here, although they far from establish its truth. 
Firstly, the principle is generally assumed in discussions of causal 
explanations (Armstrong 1983: 40, Bird 2007: 86-87), and thus in 
supposing its truth here we are merely conforming to an assumption 
generally made within the literature. Secondly, we commonly use 
the principle when considering the plausibility of philosophical ex-
planations. For example, when proposing a truth-conditional theory 
of meaning we would expect the theory to be capable of explaining 
in terms of truth-conditions other phenomena which are partially 
explained in terms of meaning, such as synonymy and the identity 
of propositions. Any failure to do so would be seen to constitute an 
explanatory failure on the part of the theory. Consequently, we seem 
to be prima facie justified, at least, in presuming the transitivity of 
explanations for our purposes here.

In what follows we will suggest that, by appealing to the transitiv-
ity of explanations, rejectivism ought to be able to explain contradic-
tions in terms of denial (and assertion), given that the concept of ne-
gation partially constitutes the concept of contradiction. Any failure 
to achieve this will count against rejectivism’s explanatory power.

3 A pragmatic contradiction

Contradictions are traditionally understood as propositions of the form 
A ∧ ~A (Haack 1978: 244), which is to say that they are understood to be 
the conjunction of a proposition and its negation (Kalish et al. 1980: 18):
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(S) C is a contradiction iff C is the conjunction of a proposition 
and its negation.

While the fact that negation plays an integral role within the concept 
of contradiction is not troublesome for either the Fregean or diale-
theic theories of negation and denial, given that neither require that 
negation should be fundamentally understood in other terms, the 
situation is less simple for rejectivism. According to rejectivists, ne-
gation itself should fundamentally be understood in terms of denial. 
Thus, in conjunction with the transitivity of explanations and (S), the 
rejectivist’s theory entails that she ought to be able to understand the 
concept of contradiction partially in terms of denial.

In her quest to understand contradiction in terms of denial, how-
ever, it will not do for the rejectivist to simply substitute ‘denial’ for 
‘negation’ in the standard definition of contradiction, as she would 
intuitively wish to here:

(S') C is a contradiction iff C is the conjunction of a proposition 
and its denial.

Firstly, denial is a speech act. Yet, to speak of conjoining speech acts 
is totally inappropriate; as inappropriate as it is to speak of the nega-
tion or disjunction of speech acts. One conjoins propositional con-
tent, not the acts communicating propositional content. Secondly, 
to speak of a proposition and its denial commits a category mistake. 
Propositions themselves do not have denials. Denial is a speech act 
and propositions are meanings. While one can both deny or assert 
the truth of a proposition, this is different from the proposition itself 
having an assertion or denial as it does a contradictory. No proposi-
tion is the assertion or denial of another proposition (a point we will 
revisit below). Consequently, if the rejectivist is to successfully ex-
plain the concept of contradiction in terms of denial, she will require 
more than simply substituting ‘denial’ for ‘negation’ in the standard 
definition of contradiction.

The most plausible option here for the rejectivist given that, (i) 
denial is a speech act, (ii) the rejectivist explains negation in terms 
of denial, and (iii) the concept of negation partially constitutes the 
concept of contradiction, is to understand contradictions purely in 
terms of speech acts. After all, similarly to Frege, if the rejectivist 
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understands negation in terms of commitments, and particularly the 
speech act of denial, shouldn’t she similarly understand a proposition 
as a commitment, an assertion? This new interpretation of ‘contra-
diction’ in terms of denial and assertion seems to both conform to 
the rejectivist’s pragmatic principle of interpreting negation in terms 
of speech acts, and fits the practice of others who have attempted to 
explicate ‘contradiction’ in terms of denial, such as Howard Kahane 
and Peter Strawson:

A contradiction both makes a claim and denies that very claim. (Kah-
ane 1995: 308)

We would not say that a man could, in the same breath, assert and deny 
the same thing without contradiction. (Strawson 1993: 21)

Thus, instead of expressing the content constituting a contradiction, 
the communicative acts themselves constitute the contradiction. 
The assertion is not an assertion of a contradiction, but the act of as-
sertion and denial is itself a contradiction.

Removing the unnecessary ambiguities from Kahane’s and 
Strawson’s definitions, we arrive at a precise pragmatic definition of 
‘contradiction’:

(P) C is a contradiction iff C is the simultaneous assertion and 
denial of some proposition p.

The condition in (P) that the assertion and denial of p must be simul-
taneous is included to ensure that assertions of p that are renounced 
and replaced by denials of p, and vice versa, are not categorized as 
instances of contradiction. One certainly does not contradict oneself 
if they simply change their mind. Thus, (P) does not require that the 
acts of assertion and denial occur simultaneously, only that the asser-
tion/denial of p fails to annul the previous denial/assertion of p in the 
case of contradictions.

Now, according to the transitivity of explanations, given that the 
rejectivist wishes to explain negation in terms of denial, she ought 
to be able to explain contradictions in terms of a definition such as 
(P). Consequently, when assessing the success of rejectivism as an 
explanation of negation, we ought to evaluate the plausibility of de-
fining contradictions in terms of speech acts, such as attempted in 
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(P). However, before we move on to assessing (P)’s plausibility as a 
definition of ‘contradiction’, two clarifications over its content are 
required.

Firstly, both assertion and denial are communicative acts that 
only agents perform. Non-agents do not themselves assert or deny. 
Truthbearers, for example, are the contents to be asserted or denied, 
and are not the acts themselves. Consequently, the occurrence of a 
sentence s expressing a proposition p does not constitute an asser-
tion of p, or a denial of another proposition q. Three points should 
clarify why. Firstly, treating s as an assertion of p would ensure that 
one could never just mention or hypothesize p with the use of s, as 
by using s one would be automatically asserting p. Thus, the fact 
that one can mention or hypothesize the truth of a proposition p 
with the use of a sentence s expressing p demonstrates that a sen-
tence s’s expressing a proposition p does not constitute assertion of 
p. Secondly, one can assert a proposition p by asserting a sentence 
s that expresses p, yet if s just is the assertion of p then one would 
be asserting an assertion of p in such a scenario. However, this both 
misrepresents what one achieves when one uses a sentence to assert 
a proposition, and requires us to admit that force operators can be 
embedded, a commitment we have good reasons to reject. The same 
point holds if we hypothesize that a sentence s denies a proposition 
q. Lastly, acts of assertion and denial bring with them some form 
of social commitment (Brandom 1994: 157-180, Williamson 2000: 
266-269), a commitment which sentences are not the right kind of 
objects to possess. To have social commitment, an object must be a 
social entity. Therefore, a contradiction, according to (P), must be a 
communicative act by an agent.

Secondly, a full evaluation of (P) would require being sure of 
the correct theories of assertion and denial to embed within (P). 
However, firstly, given that we are primarily concerned here with 
the commitments of the rejectivist, and there is neither any obvious 
consensus among rejectivists on how denial (and assertion) should 
be conceived, nor an obvious interpretation of denial to which re-
jectivists are committed, it would be unfair to ascribe a particular 
theory of denial or assertion to the rejectivist for the sake of our 
evaluating (P). Secondly, given the plethora of substantive theories of 
assertion available in the literature, it clearly is not viable for us here 



259Rejectivism and the Challenge of Pragmatic Contradictions

to evaluate the accounts as a precursor to evaluating (P)’s adequacy. 
Our only reasonable option then is to acknowledge the plethora of 
available theories in the literature (see MacFarlane 2011), and sus-
pend judgement on which is correct.

While our lack of a commitment on the correct theory of asser-
tion and denial to embed within (P) ensures that our evaluation of 
the definition is bound to be incomplete, there are enough properties 
that any plausible account of assertion must apply to assertion (and 
denial) to enable us to suitably evaluate (P)’s adequacy as a defini-
tion of ‘contradiction’ — notably, the fundamental property of being 
speech acts.

4 Evaluating (P)

In what follows we will evaluate attempts to define ‘contradiction’ 
in pragmatic terms, such as (P), using the standard criteria for a suc-
cessful scientific definition (Belnap 1993). Namely, that the defini-
tions are neither too lax nor strict in their categorization of con-
tradictions, that the deiniens and the deiniendum can be substituted 
for one another salva veritate in non-opaque contexts, and that the 
definitions reflect the actual use of the term by the philosophical 
community. We concentrate here on three reasons to believe that 
(P), or any other definition of ‘contradiction’ in terms of speech-
acts, is implausible, whichever viable theory of assertion and denial 
we embed within it.

Firstly, (P) precludes the possibility of an individual asserting/
denying or (dis)believing a contradiction. One (dis)believes, asserts 
or denies truthbearers, which have propositional content, and not 
communicative acts, which assertion and denial are. Communicative 
acts can express truthbearers, but not other communicative acts. It 
makes no sense to say that one has asserted an assertion, denied a 
denial, asserted a denial, or the inverse. Similarly, to say that some-
one believes an assertion only makes sense if we interpret the claim 
loosely as ‘Someone believes a proposition p, which was previously 
asserted’. Yet, we believe that individuals can both assert (or deny) 
and (dis)believe a contradiction. Additionally, we believe that these 
acts can be meaningfully expressed when we use the term ‘contra-
diction’ instead of the intended pragmatic deiniens of (P). While the 
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propositions ‘Someone has asserted a contradiction’ and ‘Someone 
believes a contradiction’ are perfectly meaningful, substituting the 
deiniens of (P) for ‘contradiction’ in either proposition ensures it be-
comes meaningless. (P), therefore, fails the criterion of eliminability 
in non-opaque contexts that is so crucial to any good definition of a 
term.

Secondly, assertions and denials cannot themselves be true or 
false, yet it is perfectly meaningful to say of a contradiction that it is 
false. Assertion and denial are not truthbearers, as we have already 
noted. Therefore, they cannot be assigned a truth-value. Instead, 
they are communicative acts that have truthbearers as their content. 
The deiniens of (P) fails again to preserve the meaningfulness of cer-
tain propositions when it replaces the deiniendum ‘contradiction’. 
This failure brings us suitably onto our third criticism of (P) — its 
inability to produce a plausible version of the Law of Non-Contra-
diction (LNC).

A main criterion for the plausibility of any definition of contradic-
tion should be whether the definition can be meaningfully embedded 
into the LNC whilst ensuring the law’s philosophical importance. 
The pertinence of this feature of contradictions, as a criterion for a 
definition’s plausibility, is ensured by: (a) the perceived philosophical 
importance of the LNC, and (b) the fact that the LNC contains the 
concept of contradiction within it.

On the former point, historically the LNC has held an elevated 
position as one of the three most philosophically important logi-
cal laws, with Aristotle (1984: Γ 1005b22) considering it to be the 
most certain of all principles. The continued vaulted status of the 
law in contemporary philosophy is demonstrated by both the vast 
majority of the philosophical community rejecting the possibility 
of true contradictions, and the law still being given mention in in-
troductory logic textbooks as a fundamental logical law. The prima 
facie plausible position, therefore, is that the LNC has philosophical 
importance.

Our latter point, that the LNC contains the concept of contra-
diction within it, if not obvious from the occurrence of the term 
‘contradiction’ in its name, can be shown by formulations of the law 
in the literature:
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Aristotle (1984: Γ 1011b13-14): Contradictory statements are not 
at the same time true.

Brown (2004: 126): No contradictory sentence is ever correctly 
assertable.

Dummett (1978: xix): Not both A and not A.

Englebretsen (1981: 5): A sentence and its negation cannot both 
be true.

Smith (2003: 101): A proposition and its negation cannot both 
be true.

Although only two of the formulations explicitly use the terms ‘con-
tradiction’ or ‘contradictory’, those which don’t include the concept 
under the guise of a particular definition of ‘contradiction’, notably 
here the definition of contradictions as conjunctions of propositions 
and their respective negations.

The LNC, therefore, is both a logical law of great philosophical 
import and contains the concept of contradiction. Consequently, for 
a definition of ‘contradiction’ to be philosophically plausible, it must 
respect both of these facts by ensuring that it is meaningfully embed-
dable into a plausible interpretation of the LNC.

There are two broad interpretations of the LNC. The first is as 
a semantic law, as in Englebretsen 1981: 5, stating a semantic fact 
about contradictions, and the second as a pragmatic law, stating what 
one shouldn’t assert or believe, as in Brown 2004: 126.1 For reasons 
already given, the latter interpretation of the LNC is not appropri-
ate to embed the deiniens of (P). The pragmatic versions of the LNC 
‘Do not assert contradictions’ or ‘One ought not to assert contradic-
tions’ make little sense when contradictions are defined in terms of 
speech acts themselves. Consequently, if (P) is to be meaningfully 
embeddable into a version of the LNC, it will have to be a semantic 

1 While there is the third option of interpreting the LNC as a metaphysical 
law, as in Tahko 2009, this possibility will not be considered here as there are 
good independent reasons to believe the metaphysical interpretation of the law 
too narrow to offer an adequate general account of a fundamental logical law 
(Martin 2014: section 3.4).
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interpretation of the law.
Unfortunately for the rejectivist, the most obvious and prima fa-

cie plausible semantic interpretations of the LNC, ‘All contradictions 
are false’ or ‘No contradictions are true’ cannot meaningfully embed 
(P) for the reason that speech acts are not the right kind of ontological 
entities to be true or false. Thus, we will need to extend our reaches 
to more obscure interpretations of the law if we are to accommodate 
(P). Yet, the difficulty with these interpretations, such as,

(LNCW) All contradictions are wrong

(LNCI) All contradictions are incorrect

(LNCM) All contradictions are mistaken,

is that their suitability to capture the LNC’s content is dubious. 
While we can meaningfully embed the deiniens of (P) into them all, 

(LNCW
P) All simultaneous assertions and denials of a proposi-

tion are wrong

(LNCI
P) All simultaneous assertions and denials of a proposi-

tion are incorrect

(LNCM
P) All simultaneous assertions and denials of a proposi-

tion are mistaken,

they fail as plausible interpretations of the LNC for other reasons.
Any adequate version of the LNC must fulfil at least two criteria. 

Firstly, it must be meaningful for the deiniendum ‘contradiction’ to 
replace the proposed deiniens embedded within the version of the 
LNC. Secondly, the version of the LNC must either respect the stan-
dard formalization of the law, or present a new formalization while 
explaining away the success of its predecessor.

All of (LNCW
P), (LNCI

P), and (LNCM
P) fail to fulfil the first crite-

rion. As we can see from (LNCW), (LNCI), and (LNCM), ‘contradic-
tion’ cannot meaningfully replace the deiniens of (P) in any of these 
versions of the LNC. It makes no sense to say that contradictions 
themselves are wrong, incorrect, or mistaken. If it is meaningful 
to say that contradictions are false, which undoubtedly it is, then 



263Rejectivism and the Challenge of Pragmatic Contradictions

contradictions must be truthbearers of some kind. Truthbearers 
themselves, however, are the wrong kind of entity to be wrong, in-
correct, or mistaken.

The obstacle to providing an interpretation of the LNC that is 
both suited to (P) and can meaningfully embed the deiniendum ‘con-
tradiction’ is that fundamentally speech acts and truthbearers are 
such different entities. Generally, semantic properties which we can 
meaningfully apply to members of one category cannot be meaning-
fully applied to members of the other. While we have not precluded 
here the possibility of (P)’s advocates constructing an interpretation 
of the LNC which is meaningful when embedding both the deinien-
dum and deiniens of (P), we have at least provided prima facie evi-
dence that the possibility of constructing such a version of the law is 
unlikely. The onus then is on the rejectivist to provide such an inter-
pretation of the LNC if she wishes to show that we can account for 
the concept of contradiction in terms of assertion and denial. Let us 
provisionally conclude, therefore, that the available interpretations 
of the LNC which can meaningfully embed the deiniens of (P) seem 
to fail the first criterion of any plausible version of the LNC by failing 
to be able to meaningfully embed (P)’s deiniendum.

All of (LNCW
P), (LNCI

P), and (LNCM
P) equally fail to fulfil the 

second criterion for any plausible version of the LNC. The standard 
formalization of the law, ~(A ∧ ~A), places two restrictions on any 
informal interpretation of the LNC, both of which are problematic 
for all of (LNCW), (LNCI), and (LNCM). Firstly, the law must contain 
propositions that can be embedded into more complex propositions, 
due to the presence of embedded sub-formulae and truth-functors 
in the schema. Secondly, the law must contain two instances of the 
same truth-function, given that the schema contains two tildes.

All three interpretations of the LNC above fail to meet the first 
restriction. They define contradictions as a combination of acts, 
formalized as force operators, which cannot be meaningfully em-
bedded, rather than as a combination of propositions, which can be 
meaningfully embedded. Similarly, the interpretations fail to meet 
the second restriction, as there are no two instances of the same 
truth-function in any of (LNCW), (LNCI), or (LNCM) to account for 
the two tildes in the schema. Even if we assume that A ∧ ~A is a 
plausible formalization of the assertion and denial of a proposition, 
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which we have good reasons to deny for the reasons already given, 
we would be required by formal constraints to interpret the outer 
tilde as a denial operator, given that the internal tilde (we can sup-
pose) would symbolize denial. Thus, the only available interpreta-
tion of the LNC embedding the deiniens of (P) which meets this sec-
ond formal constraint would be,

(LNCD
P) One should deny all simultaneous assertions and de-

nials of a proposition,

which is meaningless for the reasons already given. It makes no sense 
to deny an assertion or denial. Thus, none of the interpretations of 
the LNC discussed above are reasonable informal representations of 
the standard formalization of the LNC.

Now, given how established ~(A ∧ ~A) is as the formalization of 
the LNC, any definition of ‘contradiction’ that cannot respect this 
formalization must possess substantial theoretical virtues in order 
to justify its replacement. At present, however, (P) doesn’t seem to 
possess any of the theoretical virtues required to justify such a diver-
gence from the established path. In fact, it seems a relatively theo-
retically weak definition of ‘contradiction’. Thus, we can reasonably 
conclude that none of the interpretations of the LNC above that can 
meaningfully embed the deiniens of (P) are adequate, for they all 
fail to fulfil at least two criteria for any adequate version of the law. 
Consequently, given the importance of the role that the concept of 
contradiction plays within the LNC, and the importance of the LNC 
within both philosophy and logic, (P)’s failure to produce an ade-
quate version of the LNC must count heavily against the definition.2

2 We can also show that it is unlikely any version of the LNC that meaningfully 
embeds the deiniens of (P) can produce an acceptable formalization of the LNC, 
which, given the criteria for any adequate version of the LNC above, subsequently 
demonstrates that it is unlikely any adequate version of the LNC can meaningfully 
embed the deiniens of (P). For a version of the LNC that meaningfully embeds the 
deiniens of (P) to produce an acceptable formalization of the LNC, at least one of 
three very plausible principles must be rejected:

(For) Assertion and denial are formalized as force operators.

(Emb) Force operators cannot be meaningfully embedded.

(Fun) The LNC should be formalized as a function on contradictions.
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We have considered three substantial problems with proposing a 
definition of ‘contradiction’ in terms of denial and assertion. What 
can the rejectivist say in reply to these concerns? Given the quantity 
and conclusiveness of the reasons for rejecting (P) as a definition of 
‘contradiction’, it seems the rejectivist must concentrate on persuad-
ing us that, contrary to appearances, she is not committed to endors-
ing a definition of ‘contradiction’ in terms of speech acts. This she 
could achieve through, at least, two means.

Firstly, she could argue that contradictions should not be under-
stood as the conjunction of a proposition and its negation, but rather 
in truth-conditional terms, for example, and thus neither negation 
nor denial play any role in the definition of ‘contradiction’. This is 
undoubtedly a live option for the rejectivist, however in this case the 
onus is on her to establish the viability of this competing definition of 
‘contradiction’, and for independent reasons we should be sceptical 
that she can achieve this (Martin 2014: Chapter 3).

Secondly, she could propose that although she explains negation 
in terms of denial, and negation plays a fundamental role within the 
concept of contradiction, she is not committed to a definition of 
‘contradiction’ in terms of speech acts such as (P), nor even showing 
that it is possible to construct such a plausible pragmatic definition of 
‘contradiction’. Although we cannot preclude the possibility of such 
a response here, the principle underlying the response seems dubi-
ous. If we attempt to explain some phenomenon P, and we are very 
aware that P is used in explaining some further phenomenon Q , why 
would we wish our insight regarding P not to likewise provide an 
insight into the nature of Q? Doing so surely restricts the explanatory 
power of our proposed theory, by restricting our explanation of P to 
cases where P is not embedded within wider contexts. Perhaps there 
is a principled reason to be wary of expecting our explanations of 
some phenomenon P to always being suitable to embed within expla-
nations of further phenomena that we have implicated P into, how-
ever no reason for such doubts is transparent at present. Thus, if the 
rejectivist wishes to take this second route in meeting the challenge 

Given the plausibility of all three, the prospects of (P), or other definitions 
of ‘contradiction’ in terms of speech acts, producing an adequate version of the 
LNC seem grim.
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set by the inadequacy of (P) as a definition of ‘contradiction’, then she 
will need to provide us with reason to believe that a theory of nega-
tion should not inform our definition of ‘contradiction’ even though 
the concept of negation is an important component of the concept of 
contradiction.

5 Conclusion

In this paper we have set rejectivism a challenge — to provide an 
adequate definition of ‘contradiction’ in terms of denial — and then 
advanced reasons to believe it cannot be successfully met. Given 
this, to meet our objection that she ought to be able to construct 
such a definition, the rejectivist must account for the apparent in-
adequacy of definitions of ‘contradiction’ in terms of speech acts by 
either demonstrating that the concept of negation fails to play a role 
in the definition of ‘contradiction’ or providing us with reasons to 
doubt the validity of the transitivity of explanations. While rejectivism’s 
apparent failure to explain contradictions in terms of speech acts 
fails to provide us with a reason to outright reject the theory, as this 
requires demonstrating the adequacy of some competing theory, it 
does provide the rejectivist with a challenge to overcome if she is to 
show that her theory is ultimately a successful explanatory account 
of negation.
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Abstract
This paper is about the meaning and function of identity statements 
involving proper names. There are two prominent views on this topic, 
according to which identity statements ascribe a relation: the object-
view, on which identity statements ascribe a relation borne by all ob-
jects to themselves, and the name-view, on which an identity statement 
‘a is b’ says that the names ‘a’ and ‘b’ codesignate. The object- and 
name-views may seem to exhaust the field. I make a case for treating 
identity statements as sui generis instead of attempting to explain them 
by means of the idea that they ascribe a relation. My contention is that 
once we do this, no analysis is required.
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1 Orientation

Frege began his (1893), and with it the modern discussion of identity 
statements, thus: “Equality1 gives rise to challenging questions which 
are not altogether easy to answer. Is it a relation? A relation between 
objects, or between names or signs of objects?” In the arguments 
which follow, Frege seems to tacitly assume it must be a relation, 

1 Frege uses the same term, ‘equality’, both for mathematical equality and 
identity. He uses ‘=’ for ‘is’ when writing identity statements, presumably to 
avoid using ‘is’ both predicatively and for identity. This might seem like trading 
one ambiguity in for another. Of course, on Frege’s view, a mathematical equal-
ity is a kind of identity statement. Since I do not wish to address or prejudge this 
question, when quoting Frege, I convert ‘=’ back to ‘is’. I also put quote marks 
around schematic sentences.
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exploring the two alternatives which then arise.2

I call these the object-ascription view and the name-as-
cription view — for short, the object-view and the name-view. 
The name-view is naturally coupled with the claim that identity 
statements are grammatically misleading (for not explicitly mention-
ing names). In Frege’s discussion, these views are intended to cover 
statements featuring referring terms other than proper names; he 
considers examples involving definite descriptions such as ‘the in-
tersection of a and b’ (Frege 1893: 26). Here I concentrate on the 
proper name case — that is, I treat the two relation-ascription views 
as concerning only that case. (By ‘proper name’ I mean things like 
‘Frege’, ‘Santa Claus’ and ‘Australia’ — I exclude definite descrip-
tions and referring words like ‘this’ and ‘that’. No doubt there are 
unclear or borderline cases, but I will not worry about that here.)

The object- and name-views may seem to exhaust the field; we 
have (with a few exceptions, more on which below) carried on under 
Frege’s tacit assumption that identity statements ascribe a relation.

The view I want to develop in this paper can be seen as a denial 
of this assumption. But this is not a thesis I wish to hold rigidly; it 
need not be harmful to call identity a relation. For example, Quine 
(1960: 116) writes that “[w]hat makes identity a relation, and ‘=’ a 
relative term, is that ‘=’ goes between distinct occurrences of singu-
lar terms”. I would not want to quarrel with this usage. My central 
point is that a relation-ascription view of identity statements leads to 
confusion because there is a fundamental disanalogy between identity 
statements and other two-termed statements, which modern phi-
losophy — in calling them all relational, and bringing the same logi-
cal and semantic ideas to bear on them — has obscured. This will be 
seen to parallel the more recognized disanalogy between existence 
statements and other one-termed statements.

So, without getting caught up in arguments about how the word 
‘relation’ ought to be used, here I wish to argue against the relation-
ascription views construed as accounts of the meaning of identity 

2 Frege is commonly interpreted as settling on a sophisticated object-ascrip-
tion view (cf. Dummett 1981: 544, Salmon 1986: 51-54 and Weiner 1999: 91-
92). Dejnozka (1981) and Thau and Caplan (2001) challenge this view. I do not 
consider this exegetical question here.
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statements (section 2), and then make clear the fundamental disanal-
ogy (section 3). Once we get used to the idea that identity statements 
are of a quite distinctive kind, they will no longer appear problem-
atic. Despite not fitting the relation-ascription model, they have a 
legitimate use, can be true and false, and can give information.

I am not the first to express dissatisfaction with both relation-
ascription views. My most notable predecessors are P.F. Strawson, 
David Wiggins (in an early paper) and Thomas V. Morris.3

Strawson’s (1974) contribution is low on argument against the re-
lational views, and the diagrammatic models he employs are merely 
described, not depicted, which makes his points less striking than 
they might have been. These models parallel ones I employ in section 
3. Strawson uses dots for objects, where I use boxes. This makes it 
easier for me to develop the models a little further, and to make their 
results stateable as well as visible.4

Wiggins’s (1965), in contrast to Strawson’s discussion, is brim-
ming with arguments against the relational views, but his proposed 
alternative is vague, unattractively similar to the name-view, and 
was not taken up again by Wiggins in any later work. Also, I think 
there are additional strong lines of attack available which Wiggins 
does not take or mention in the negative part of his article.

Morris (1984) can be seen as elaborating on the work of Straw-
son. He sees his task not as finding better objections to the dominant 
view (the object-view), but rather to show that there is a decent al-
ternative. His proposed alternative, however, is presented as a kind 
of analysis. It has faced published objections which have apparently 
gone unanswered (cf. Noonan 1986, Newman 1992). What I have to 
say, though in some respects similar, will be much less loaded (I think) 
with unclear or objectionable claims and aspects of presentation. 

3 What I say in section 3 also has points of contact with François Recanati’s 
work on mental files, e.g. Recanati 2012. Compared to what I am doing here, 
Recanati’s work is more about the theory of reference, and about constructive 
theorizing for general purposes, than about resolving the peculiar philosophical 
difficulties which arise when we think of identity statements as relational. This 
seems to be more of a difference of interest and emphasis than a difference of 
opinion, however.

4 I developed these models independently, being struck in the process by their 
power and naturalness. It was gratifying to discover Strawson’s pre-emption.



Tristan Haze272

This will be seen when I come to address possible objections to my 
approach, in section 4.

In general, there are two major pitfalls for this kind of approach 
which no one has yet succeeded in avoiding: the great unclarity of 
what it means to deny the object-view, and the urge to provide an 
alternative analysis of identity statements. I avoid the first pitfall, 
since I do not insist that the object-view is false — only that it does 
not explicate the meaning of identity statements. I avoid the second 
pitfall by maintaining that no analysis of identity statements is re-
quired, and that we should question and resist the urge to provide 
one. It may seem like we are left with a gap in our accounts if we 
turn away from the relation-ascription views. I think this is an illu-
sion. Giving identity statements full recognition as a logical form in 
their own right makes their meaning transparent, and we no longer 
need any “theory of identity”. We just move from a cruder to a more 
nuanced view of an important aspect of the logic of our language. 
I think those who desire a theory or analysis of identity statements 
have fallen under the spell, so common in philosophy, of trying to 
force a kind of statement into an unsuitable mould. My method is to 
study identity statements on their own terms — to see how they work 
and that they work, without trying to assimilate them to other types 
of statements. The urge to say something more must be checked by 
the fact that nothing more needs saying.

This is not as radical or novel as it perhaps sounds. Since Kant, for 
instance, it has become a commonplace in philosophy that ‘exists’ is 
not a predicate, existence not a property, and that existence state-
ments do not ascribe a property to objects.5 To suppose otherwise 
engenders confusion, and by carrying on in this way we do better. So 
here we have a successful case of a non-ascriptional, sui generis view 
of a kind of statement. I think we should let identity statements enjoy 
the same kind of understanding.

5 This has been reinforced by our interpretations of classical logic, in which 
all names must refer, thereby rendering questions of particular existence external 
to the system.
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2 Against the relational views

Let us begin with the object-view, since it is the more obvious view, 
as well as being contemporary philosophical orthodoxy. It says that 
every object bears a relation to itself, identity, that this relation holds 
only between objects and themselves, and that what identity state-
ments do is ascribe this relation.

The central objection to this is given by Frege in his landmark 
discussion. He begins with the observation that identity statements 
of the form ‘a is a’ are trivial and a priori, whereas statements of the 
form ‘a is b’, I quote, “often contain very valuable extensions of our 
knowledge and cannot always be established a priori” (Frege 1893: 
25). “Now,” Frege says,

if we were to regard equality as a relation between that which the 
names ‘a’ and ‘b’ designate, it would seem that ‘a is b’ could not differ 
from ‘a is a’ (i.e. provided ‘a is b’ is true). A relation would thereby be 
expressed of a thing to itself, and indeed one in which each thing stands 
to itself but to no other thing. (Frege 1893: 25-26).

This is the famous problem of informative identity statements. 
The raising of this problem constitutes Frege’s initial argument 
against the object-view. I think it is a good argument. Many obvious-
ly do not take it this way, however, since the object-view is nowadays 
often treated by philosophers as though it is obviously right.6 What 
has happened might become clearer if we see what Frege goes on to 
say. But first, let me repeat that I think this simple argument gives us 
every reason to reject the object-view as an account of the meaning 
of identity statements.

Frege, for now going with the thrust of the above argument, im-
mediately raises the alternative of the name-view:

What is intended to be said by ‘a is b’ seems to be that the signs or 

6 An influential statement of this viewpoint was made by Lewis (1986: 192-
193): “Identity is utterly simple and unproblematic. Everything is identical to 
itself; nothing is ever identical to anything else except itself. There is never any 
problem about what makes something identical to itself; nothing can ever fail to 
be.” (Noonan and Curtis (2014: preface) call this viewpoint ‘increasingly popu-
lar’.) For me this passage calls to mind Wittgenstein’s (1953: §351) remark that 
“[i]t is much easier to bury a problem than to solve it”.
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names ‘a’ and ‘b’ designate the same thing, so that those signs them-
selves would be under discussion; a relation between them would be 
asserted. (Frege 1893: 26)

But then he gives some kind of argument to show that this will 
not work either. Here it is in full:

But this relation would hold between the names or signs only in so far 
as they named or designated. It would be mediated by the connexion 
of each of the two signs with the same designated thing. But this is 
arbitrary. Nobody can be forbidden to use any arbitrarily producible 
event or object as a sign for something. In that case the sentence ‘a is 
b’ would no longer refer to the subject matter, but only to its mode of 
designation; we would express no proper knowledge by its means. But 
in many cases this is just what we want to do. (Frege 1893: 26)

This argument seems to constitute Frege’s reason for abandoning 
the name-view (which he in fact held, in Frege 1879: §8). The first 
two sentences seem quite clear, and correct. But then: “But this is 
arbitrary.” (Frege 1893: 26). That is, “[t]he connexion of each of the 
two signs with the same designated thing” is arbitrary.

Certainly, you will have two connections between name and 
object, and both will of course be arbitrary (in the sense that all 
such connections are). But why does Frege conclude that we could 
therefore express no “proper knowledge” this way? Can’t you make 
one arbitrary connection with ‘a’, another with ‘b’ and then learn 
— attain proper knowledge — that these connections are to the 
same object? Frege seems to have overlooked the fact that once you 
establish two connections, though they may be arbitrary, it is no lon-
ger arbitrary, no longer a matter of decision, whether they are to the 
same object or not. That is already determined, and you may not 
know which way.

Frege’s claim that if the name-ascription view were right, “the 
sentence ‘a is b’ would no longer refer to the subject matter, but only 
to its mode of designation”, while suggestive, is also without force. 
For what is the subject matter, here? The object — or objects, if the 
identity statement is false — designated by ‘a’ and ‘b’, or ‘a’ and ‘b’ 
themselves? The only way Frege’s point has a chance of being right 
is if we assume the former, for the names ‘a’ and ‘b’ themselves are 
plainly referred to on the name-ascription view. But to assume the 
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former — that the subject matter is the object(s), not the name — is 
to beg the question against the name-view!

We have now seen Frege offer one good objection to the object-
view and one bad objection to the name-view. Nevertheless, the 
main thing we see in the wake of his arguments is a widespread adop-
tion of the object-view. One reason for this, I think, is that the argu-
ment against the name-view, even though it is a bad argument, gets 
us thinking along lines such that we correctly intuit that the view is 
wrong. (This will become clearer later in this section when I offer 
what I take to be good arguments against that view.) With no alterna-
tive in sight, we are pushed back towards the object-view and forced 
to look for some way for it to overcome the problem of informative 
identity statements.

The first thing to note is that whatever strategy the proponent 
of the object-view employs, they cannot explain the potential infor-
mativeness of ‘a is b’-statements, in contrast to their ‘a is a’ counter-
parts, by appealing to any difference in what relation is ascribed to 
which objects. Of course, on this view, false identity statements will 
be held to ascribe identity to a different pair of objects from any ‘a 
is a’ statement, but all true identity statements of the form ‘a is b’ 
will be the same as their ‘a is a’ and ‘b is b’ counterparts with respect 
to the relation and object involved. Thus ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ 
ascribes the same relation to the same object (and itself, if you like) 
as ‘Hesperus is Hesperus’. The object-view’s defender must account 
for the difference in informativeness in some further way — their 
relational account of what identity statements express does not do 
the job by itself.

This is attempted in a number of different ways. One big divi-
sion here is between accounts which deny that there is a semantic 
difference, a difference in what is said, between ‘a is a’ and a corre-
sponding informative ‘a is b’, and accounts which accept that there 
is a semantic difference. The former must locate the difference in 
something extra-semantic. Leading accounts of this kind are those of 
Salmon (1986, 1989, 1991) and Soames (1987, 1989, 1998, 2002). 
Their chief motivation for attempting to account for the difference 
extra-semantically is the desire to uphold a Millian theory of names, 
on which there is nothing more to the meaning of a name than its 
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referent.7 The classic example of an account which allows that there 
is a semantic difference between ‘a is a’ and ‘a is b’ is of course that 
of Frege (1893) as standardly interpreted: he introduces sense as a 
part of semantics over and above reference, allowing ‘a’ and ‘b’, and 
in turn ‘a is a’ and ‘a is b’, to differ semantically. A major contem-
porary descendant of this approach, building on mid-century devel-
opments of Frege’s idea such as Carnap 1947 and Church 1951, is 
that of Chalmers (2002, 2004). These semantic approaches have in 
common that they locate the semantic difference between ‘a is a’ and 
‘a is b’ in a semantic difference between ‘a’ and ‘b’. Recently, there 
has appeared a semantic approach on which a semantic difference 
between the statements is admitted but not traced to a semantic dif-
ference between ‘a’ and ‘b’: Fine’s (2007) semantic relationism.

I am not contending that any of these approaches to explaining 
the difference between ‘a is a’ and ‘a is b’ are idle or gratuitous. 
As I see it, this is work which has to be done whether or not the 
object-view is to be upheld — adopting the sui generis view of identity 
statements I am arguing for in this paper does not absolve one from 
having to do it.8 My contention is that, with all these approaches, 
once the difference is explained, the main claim of the object-view 

7 These extra-semantic accounts have arguably unpalatable consequences. 
‘Hesperus is Hesperus’ is bound to say something trivial (putting aside any impli-
cation that Hesperus exists, at least). Therefore if ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ says 
the same thing, we are pushed toward concluding that what it says is trivial, yet 
expressed in a way that makes it informative. Either that, or that ‘Hesperus is 
Hesperus’ manages to express something substantial in such a way as to make it 
trivial. (Note that this is not analogous to the way a Babylonian may find ‘Hespe-
rus is visible in the evening’ informative, while not ‘Phosphorus is visible in the 
evening’: these two sentences are both capable of being informative, and if they 
do express the same proposition in some sense, then that proposition is certainly 
substantial.)

8 I favour an approach which steers between Millianism and Fregeanism; 
I count the role a name plays in a system of language as part of its meaning. 
This nicely combines the difference-making power of Fregean senses (and their 
neo-Fregean descendants) with invulnerability to anti-descriptivist arguments. 
(The individuation of roles is a flexible affair; recognizing this allows us to solve 
Kripke’s (1979) puzzle about belief.) This is not the place to develop this view, 
which is in no way required by the sui generis view of identity statements I am 
advancing in this paper.
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— that identity statements ascribe a relation which holds between 
everything and itself and in no other case — starts to look pretty 
useless as a theory. Rather than explaining the meaning and function 
of identity statements, it just becomes, at best, “something you can 
say”. And that is my position. If the proponent of the object-view is 
still to have something worth saying, they need to tell some story on 
which identity statements crucially ascribe the identity relation, but 
also “do other stuff ”. I suggest that in any reasonable story, the “other 
stuff ” would do most of the work, and the object-view’s core claim 
would be an idle cog.

So much against the object-view as an account of the meaning of 
identity statements. We have now reached a dialectical point at which 
the name-view may seem attractive. It has been out of favour largely 
for the wrong reasons, and could seem like a neglected, promising 
alternative. We shall now consider four objections to it. The first 
objection, while natural and conspicuous in the literature, turns out 
to be weak. The other three are stronger.

The Circularity Objection

The name-view says that ‘a is b’ means ‘The names “a” and “b” 
designate the same object’, but the phrase ‘same object’ here just 
re-invokes the concept of identity. Therefore the analysis does not 
explicate the meaning of ‘a is b’.

This objection can be found in Russell (1903: Appendix A, 
‘Meaning and indication’) and Kneale and Kneale (1962: 494-495). 
An elaborated version is given in Wiggins 1965. In this version, ‘The 
names “a” and “b” designate the same object’ gets explicated as ‘The 
designatum of “a” is the designatum of “b”’, and this in turn is sub-
jected to analysis according to the name-view, giving us a regress. 
But this elaboration is (a) unclear about why ‘The names “a” and “b” 
designate the same object’ has to, or ought to be, reformulated, and 
(b) inapplicable for us, because the reformulation involves definite 
descriptions, and we are considering the name-view narrowly con-
strued as concerning only the proper name case, thus blocking the 
regress.

A more fundamental problem with this sort of objection is that 
there is another way of explicating ‘The names “a” and “b” designate 
the same object’, a way which does not seem to re-invoke the concept 
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of identity. We can explicate this statement as meaning ‘There is an 
object x such that “a” designates x and “b” designates x’.9

Thus this objection to the name-view, while natural, turns out 
to be relatively weak. Fortunately, stronger objections are available.

The Logical Objection

Adoption of the name-view pushes us toward a revision of logi-
cal theory, if the latter is to retain its power. I think this revision 
plainly seems like it should be avoidable. That a revision seems neces-
sary given the name-view has been appreciated by authors discussing 
Frege’s views and Wittgenstein’s early work,10 but the point remains 
absent from many discussions which deal directly with the name-
view. Here is a simple way to see it:

Imagine a yellow piece of paper with two names, ‘a’ and ‘b’. The 
name ‘a’ itself has a name, ‘j’, and likewise the name ‘b’ is called ‘k’. 
With arrows representing reference relations, this situation can be 
represented with the following diagram:

If someone knows that a (the piece of paper) is yellow, and that a 
is b, they are in a position to infer that b is yellow. Now, in ordinary 

9 This solution to the circularity objection is adopted in Wehmeier (2012: 
796). The question of whether statements like ‘There is an object x such that 
“a” designates x and “b” designates x’ tacitly invoke identity themselves is ex-
plored thoroughly in another connection by Humberstone and Townsend (1994). 
They conclude that the claim that they do “can be resisted” (Humberstone and 
Townsend 1994: 243).

10 E.g. White (1978).
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logical theory, this argument is straightforwardly valid. In simple 
notation:

Ya
a=b
∴ Yb

This is a very direct inference, an exemplar of the inference rule 
of identity elimination. Crucial to its application is the fact that the 
name in the first premise re-appears in the second.

But if we accept the name-view of identity statements, this no 
longer seems to be the case. Remember, given the name-view, the 
natural thing to say is that ‘a is b’ has a misleading surface structure; 
what it really says is that two particular names codesignate. In that 
case, the second premise should be reformulated, employing a rela-
tional term for codesignation (instead of ‘=’), and names of the names 
‘a’ and ‘b’. We have already given ‘a’ and ‘b’ names, namely ‘j’ and 
‘k’, and we will use ‘C’ for the co-designation relation. Thus re-
formulated to accord with the name-view, our argument becomes:

Ya
Cjk
∴ Yb

Now, how is the conclusion to follow?
The first statement says that some object is yellow, and the second 

says that two names codesignate. For the conclusion to follow, ad-
ditional premises stating what the names designate are required, as 
well as a new, more complicated, logical principle to replace identity 
elimination. Another route, which would avoid the first step at least, 
might be to introduce a quotational apparatus, so instead of ‘j’ and 
‘k’ as names of ‘a’ and ‘b’, we would have the syntactically complex 
‘“a”’ and ‘“b”’, or something similar.

In addition to seeming to complicate these logical inferences, 
adoption of the name-view also widens the terms of reference of 
statements and arguments, apparently unnecessarily. In ordinary 
logic, in a domain containing only pieces of paper, our inference to 
the yellowness of b goes through. For the inference to go through 



Tristan Haze280

with the name-view of identity statements, the domain needs to con-
tain names as well as pieces of paper. Furthermore, on a natural way 
of extending the name-view to cover cases where the identity sign 
is flanked by variables, names become involved even for many state-
ments which do not — even to the holder of the name-view, I would 
think — seem to have anything to do with names. For example, to 
say that a and only a is yellow (that a is the yellow thing). In standard 
logic:

Ya ∧ (∀x)(Yx ⊃ x=a)
a is yellow and everything yellow is a.

This would have to be replaced by something like: 

Ya ∧ (∀x)[(∃y)(xDy ∧ Yy) ⊃ xDa]
a is yellow and everything which designates something yellow 

designates a.

Another response to this may be simply to strip logic of ‘=’ and 
everything that comes with it. But if logic loses its power to encode 
information like the above, it no longer provides any account of in-
ferences like ‘a is the only yellow thing, therefore a is yellow’. But 
these seem as logical and subject-neutral as any.11

The Language-Independence Objection

This objection is bound up with an issue touched on in the previ-
ous one — that we apparently use identity statements to say things 
which have nothing to do with names. Statements of codesignation 
and genuine identity statements can come apart, so the former can-
not be a correct analysis of the latter. I will show this in two ways: 

11 Relevant here is Wehmeier 2012. Wehmeier, dissatisfied with the object-
view, offers a strategy for avoiding ‘=’ in logic but retaining the expressive power 
that comes with it by using Wittgensteinian/exclusive quantifiers, and couples 
this with an endorsement of the name-view of ‘a is b’ statements. From a formal 
point of view, his quantifier strategy is interesting and its possibility instructive, 
but the point remains: this seems like a needless departure from standard logical 
theory. As I will argue later in the present paper (section 4), we can reject the 
object-view while leaving ‘=’ in logic largely untouched.
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one involving the distant past, and one involving considerations of 
what can be imagined.

First, consider the situation in our solar system, 5 million years 
ago. The names ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ were not then be-
ing used to refer to Venus. So, 5 million years ago, ‘Hesperus’ and 
‘Phosphorus’ did not codesignate. But it seems wrong to say that 
Hesperus was not Phosphorus then.

It may be thought that this objection can be avoided by saying that 
identity/codesignation statements are in a certain sense tenseless, or 
always present-tense, or something along those lines. I do not for my 
part see how that could plausibly be maintained, but for this reason 
perhaps the following approach is stronger:

Consider these imperatives:

(1) Imagine that ‘George W. Bush’ codesignates with ‘Mick Jagger’.

(2) Imagine that George W. Bush is Mick Jagger.

You can comply with (1) without complying with (2): you could 
imagine that the former U.S. president has always been called some-
thing else, say ‘John Bush’, and that Mick Jagger has long been 
known by two names, ‘Mick Jagger’ and ‘George W. Bush’. Or you 
could imagine that there is some third person with two names — 
one shared with the president, one with the musician. If any of these 
imaginings were actually the case, ‘George W. Bush is Mick Jagger’ 
might be true. But at least one of those names would then have a dif-
ferent referent from what we actually suppose it to have. We in the 
real world cannot correctly describe these imaginings as of situations 
in which George W. Bush is Mick Jagger.

Note that considerations analogous to these hold against a name-
view about existence statements. ‘George W. Bush exists’ does not 
mean ‘The name “George W. Bush” designates’: you can imagine 
George W. Bush having a different name. Also, you can imagine that 
‘George W. Bush’ designates someone else and George W. Bush 
himself never existed. (More generally: Things exist. This truism 
does not amount to the claim that names designate.) And of course, a 
name-view about ordinary predications also faces such problems: the 
truth of the sentence ‘John is tall’ may show us that the name ‘John’ 
refers to someone tall, but the sentence says no such thing: you can 
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imagine John being tall but being called something else.
(Soames (2014) gives a similar objection to the name-view, but in 

terms of believing what is expressed by an identity sentence despite 
being ignorant of the language it is written in. He writes: “identity 
sentences are not metalinguistic (…) since one who has no knowl-
edge of English can believe the thought expressed by (19a) without 
believing the thought expressed by (19b)” (Soames 2014: 94). ((19a) 
is an identity statement involving two definite descriptions and (19b) 
is a metalinguistic analysis of it.) This particular objection is stronger 
for the case of definite descriptions, which we are excluding from 
consideration, than it is for the proper name case, since it may be 
maintained that proper names are not really part of English.)

The Mystification Objection

What exactly does the name-view state? Does it say that a state-
ment of the form ‘a is b’:

• means the same as ‘“a” codesignates with “b”’
• has no clear meaning
• means nothing, or
• will be false for ascribing a non-genuine relation?

These all seem like holdable views, but all are alike, I want to 
say, in making a mystery (at best) out of current linguistic practice 
involving identity statements.

Take the first brand, the meaning-equivalence claim. The prob-
lem then is: how could it have come about that the ‘a is b’ form is 
used in our language to mean that a codesignation relation obtains 
between two names? Ordinarily, we use names to say something 
about the objects they refer to, not the names themselves. And this 
is no simple use-mention confusion or autonymous use of names: we 
cannot, of course, say that we really mean ‘“a” is “b”’. If the name-
view as meaning-equivalence is right, it states a linguistic fact which 
would appear to defy, and yet call for, explanation. And the puzzle 
cannot be confined to the basic form of identity statements. Here are 
two further puzzles:

‘Clark Kent has a secret, namely that he is Superman.’ What does 
this say? Clark Kent’s secret does not seem to be about two names 
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codesignating — and if it is, then how does that sentence manage to 
say so?!

Lois Lane may truly say ‘Clark Kent is Superman; he told me 
directly’, if he said to her — in his Clark Kent guise — ‘I am Su-
perman’. Now we seem to be in the position of having to interpret 
this too as meaning that ‘Clark Kent’ codesignates with ‘Superman’. 
(And remember that Clark Kent, in his office clothes, could give 
information to someone else with the sentence ‘I am Superman’, and 
this person need not know that there is any name other than ‘Super-
man’ involved. They may just conclude that Superman sometimes 
wears office attire and glasses.)

How about the second version, on which ‘a is b’-statements lack a 
clear meaning? If this version is to be distinct from the previous, on 
which ‘a is b’-statements have a “hidden” meaning, it would seem to 
imply that these statements cannot say anything clearly, and should 
be replaced by codesignation statements. But if that is the case, we 
have some explaining to do. Namely, of how people manage in so 
many cases to feel sure that they are clearly conveying information, 
very often with palpable practical upshot, when they are not. The 
same consideration holds for the remaining two views, on which in-
stances of ‘a is b’ are all meaningless and all false respectively.

3 The fundamental disanalogy

To exhibit the fundamental disanalogy between identity statements 
and relational statements (or between identity statements and other 
relational statements, should you prefer), we shall employ the fol-
lowing non-lexical means of representation: Boxes are to represent 
objects, dots to represent instantiation of either properties or places 
in relations ascribable to the objects, lines to label the properties or 
indicate the relations, and arrows (when needed) to show the direc-
tion of the relations. Thus, corresponding to ‘John is happy’ is this 
graph:
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‘John loves Mary’:

‘John told Kang about Mary’:

‘John introduced himself to Mary’:

(The letters here can be thought of as abbreviations for ‘John’, 
‘happy’ etc., or autonomous signs which stand for individuals, prop-
erties and relations. For relations of more than two places, we adopt 
the convention of placing the relation’s label next to the first con-
necting line, in the process rendering the arrow superfluous. For 
reflexive connections, as in the last example, a loop — a curved 
connecting line — is drawn.)

These graphs could be used to make assertions, like their corre-
sponding sentences. In this use, let us call them ‘graph-propositions’. 
They could also be used to model a set of beliefs, or a base of knowl-
edge, about some domain. In this use, we shall call them ‘belief-
maps’. Representations very much like belief-maps are used in many 
areas of activity — detective work, software development, geneal-
ogy, business management, and magazine reportage about romantic 
interconnections between celebrities, to name a few.

We will only need to consider very simple uses of this form of 
representation, but note that there are further possibilities than those 
illustrated above. For example, we could use this graph-proposition 
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for ‘John loves someone’:

And this one for ‘John gave something to Mary’:

(Or we might prefer to omit the unlabelled boxes, just leaving a 
dot.)

Graph-propositions like these can be seen as a partial specifica-
tions of, or constraints on, belief-maps. This is obviously true for the 
last two examples, but no less true for the others. Accordingly, we 
observe the following principle:

Incorporation principle: If a graph-proposition is accepted, 
and a belief-map modified accordingly, the graph-proposition 
will be incorporated in the result.12

We can imagine graph-propositions being used in tandem with 
belief-maps. Each person might maintain a belief-map about some 
area — and if someone asserts a graph-proposition, and they come to 
accept it, they then modify their belief-map to incorporate it, often 
in the process making many alterations to the map. And this is how 
it is in word-language. When someone asserts a proposition, and you 
come to believe it, you will typically, in the process, also change 
your attitude to countless other propositions.

12 It would also be possible to make a negative use of graph-propositions, 
which could be signified by a special symbol, akin to a sentential operator. In this 
case a non-incorporation principle would be natural. Note in this connection that 
I am not claiming that the incorporation principle as stated above would hold for 
all possible extensions of technique of graph-propositions. The point is that the 
principle is a natural one for the sorts of examples we are considering.
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In asserting a sentence, one as it were says: ‘Whatever you do, 
assent to this.’ This is particularly clear with propositions we accept 
with some difficulty. You cannot just accept a proposition by itself 
and leave everything as it is; you must accommodate it. This accommo-
dation corresponds to the full incorporation of a graph-proposition. 
The asserter of a graph-proposition is in effect saying: ‘Whatever you 
do, make part of your belief-map look like this.’

Now we are in a position to consider the following question: 
What might be a suitable graph-propositional correlate to an iden-
tity statement, for example ‘Clark Kent is Superman’? Well, what 
would the dominant view (the object-view) suggest? Presumably, 
since identity statements ascribe a relation on this view, a connecting 
line will be involved. Modelling ‘Clark Kent is Superman’ on ‘John 
loves Mary’, we get:

Or, building the symmetry of identity statements into the 
graph-proposition:

But these are not suitable correlates, for they would not satisfy 
the incorporation principle. We can see this by asking: What kind of 
changes might one make to a belief-map upon accepting an identity 
statement, given in words? Suppose Lois Lane, prior to accepting the 
identity statement, believed that Clark Kent worked in an office, and 
that a separate individual, Superman, fought crime. So her belief-
map would incorporate:
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Upon accepting that Clark Kent is Superman, we can imagine 
Lois Lane accommodating this by, among other things, supposing 
that this individual — Clark Kent, Superman — changes clothes 
in phone-booths when no one is looking. Her resulting belief-map 
would not incorporate the suggested correlates. Rather, she would 
change it to look like this:

where ‘c’ stands for something like ‘changes clothes in phone-booths’. 
Thus if we still want to represent Clark Kent’s being Superman us-
ing a relation line, without flouting the incorporation principle, we 
should have to have:

But this loop could have no significance, for everything is identi-
cal to itself. We could put it in every box. Since this device could 
serve no purpose, let us forbid it. Omitting it, we get:

Or simply:

And thus we have arrived at a suitable graph-propositional cor-
relate to ‘Clark Kent is Superman’, satisfying the incorporation 
principle.

(Note the similarity with ‘Clark Kent is Superman’, if we con-
sider ‘is’ as a kind of connector and separator here — not so different 
from its use in ‘Clark Kent is smart’ — rather than standing for a 
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relation.13)
The fundamental disanalogy between identity statements and re-

lational statements can now be stated in this way: an identity state-
ment’s most suitable graph-propositional correlate is of a completely 
different form from that of a relational statement.

Another interesting feature of the technique of graph-propo-
sitions is that there is no natural correlate to trivial identity state-
ments, or at least none of the same form as the correlate of a po-
tentially informative identity statement. I.e., a belief-map would not 
contain something like:

Or at least this could serve no purpose. We are therefore free to 
forbid it, as we did with “identity loops” above. Now, the above, as a 
graph-proposition, does not satisfy the incorporation principle. All 
we have left to opt for as a correlate to ‘a is a’ is:

And this is not of the same form as a correlate to a potentially in-
formative identity statement. Thus no “problem of informative iden-
tity” arises for graph-propositions.

This shows us that there is no problem for word-language either, 
seen clearly. We are led astray by the formal similarity between iden-
tity statements and relational statements in our language, and by the 
highly various and complicated use we make of these forms. We do, 
for instance, sometimes utter repetitive ‘is’ sentences. We might say 
‘John is... John’ to indicate that he is a quite singular person, or per-
haps suggesting that one can’t say much about John without being 
impolite, as we might do equally well with: ‘What can I say?’. These 
uses go with characteristic gestures and tones of voice. Also, we have 

13 This conception is expressed in a footnote in Wertheimer (1998: 180 fn. 
3): “The ‘is’ of both identity and predication is a semantically empty functional 
expression ordering pairs of terms to form sentences.” Note that it is no objection 
to this to point out that ‘a is b’ is equivalent to ‘a is identical to b’, ‘a is the same 
object as b’, and numerous other expressions. After all, ‘a is red’ is equivalent to 
‘a possesses the property of being red’ as well.



289On Identity Statements: In Defense of a Sui Generis View

the dictum that “every thing is what it is, and not another thing” 
(Butler 1726: preface), which somehow manages to be a useful re-
minder in philosophy. It should be clear, however, that none of these 
uses plays anything like the role that ‘Clark Kent is Superman’ might 
play for Lois Lane. It is that kind of use which is explicated with the 
technique of graph-propositions.

Graph-propositions make it clear as day why ‘a is b’-statements 
can embody empirical information in that way, while ‘a is a’-state-
ments never find any such use. We can, if we want, say that ‘Clark 
Kent is Superman’ and ‘Clark Kent is Clark Kent’ both ascribe the 
relation of identity, but that does not explicate their meaning. They 
are different sentences with different uses.

4 Possible objections answered

Objection 1: Standard logic treats identity as a relation. What are 
you going to do about that?

Reply: Axioms and rules of inference involving ‘=’ can remain 
as they are, but we should understand this symbol as being funda-
mentally different from (other) relational terms. To some extent, we 
already do: ‘=’ is distinguished by being treated as a logical constant. 
To take the separation further, the grammars of logical languages 
could treat ‘=’ as the sole member of its own category of expression, 
but this amendment would not change which formulae get recog-
nized as grammatical.

The main thing which needs rethinking is the standard model-
theoretic semantics for ‘=’. Roughly speaking, instead of saying that 
a certain relation holds between all objects and themselves only, and 
that an ordered pair <o1, o2> satisfies ‘x = y’ iff o1 bears this relation 
to o2, we could leave out any talk of this relation, and just say an 
ordered pair <o1, o2> satisfies ‘x = y’ iff o1 is o2, i.e., iff the ordered 
pair is repetitive. This appears no less rigorous than the common 
procedure (which to my mind has, by comparison, the aspect of a 
logical trick).

Objection 2: You give no account of what happens when some-
one accepts an identity statement and then changes their mind.14

14 This objection is made in Noonan 1986 to the Strawson-Morris approach.
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Reply: That is true, but no such account was needed for our task 
— to break the grip of the way of thinking which made a relational 
view of identity statements look inevitable. And what has been said 
here hardly blocks the way to understanding mind-changing; if Lois 
Lane accepted but then changed her mind about Clark Kent being 
Superman, she would adjust her belief-map to be like it was before, 
but perhaps with added information about having been misled, cer-
tain misleading appearances, etc.

That we can do such things is certainly a remarkable fact of 
nature. I, of course, have no special duty to explain it. But it may 
be helpful in this connection to note: if two names ‘a’ and ‘b’ are 
used interchangeably by all competent speakers, the denial of ‘a is 
b’ would have no clear meaning — we could not begin to accom-
modate it. Identity statements, and denials thereof, have their char-
acteristic uses in quite particular circumstances.

Objection 3: What you say about graph-propositional correlates 
may be well and good, but you have made no contribution to answer-
ing the question of what identity statements say.15

Reply: If knowing what a statement says consists in understand-
ing its meaning and use, then graph-propositions can contribute to 
this. But they are no part of any project to say, definitively, what 
identity statements say. I think this sort of philosophical task, in an 
instance such as this, is stranger than is commonly perceived.

Let us stop to reflect on the practice of asking and answering the 
question of what something says, apart from any specialized philo-
sophical instances. Consider these cases:

• Asking what is said by a sentence of a foreign language.
• Hearing of an inscription on the inside of an urn — asking 

what it says.
• Explaining, precisely, the conventional meaning of ‘The av-

erage man has 1.4 children’.
• Rendering, e.g., ‘Insouciance was ubiquitous’ in more com-

mon language.

15 An objection to Morris like this one (but not in terms of graph-proposi-
tions) appears in Newman 1992, except Newman also suggests that perhaps Mor-
ris thinks that identity statements say nothing. Obviously, that is not my view.
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• Replacing an unnecessarily long and involved sentence with a 
better-constructed one.

• Summing up what is said in an article, book, speech etc.

‘Clark Kent is Superman’, however, appears to be about the plain-
est, simplest expression in English of what it says. I would suggest 
that any philosophical puzzlement about such statements is not to be 
alleviated by a theory of what identity statements say, but by recog-
nizing that they are logically and semantically sui generis. (‘Saying 
what identity statements say’ should be compared with ‘saying what 
subject-predicate statements say’ — not, for example, ‘saying what 
velocity statements say’.)16
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In The Lewd, the Rude and the Nasty, Pekka Väyrynen systematically ap-
plies the tools of philosophy of language and linguistics to the inves-
tigation of thick terms. The book is an outstanding example of meth-
odological accuracy, interdisciplinary stance, detailed arguments 
and clearly articulated theses. The bulk of Väyrynen’s proposal is the 
following: The evaluation that thick terms convey is not built into 
the lexical meaning of these terms, it arises from pragmatic mecha-
nisms, “as a function of our communicative and practical interests in 
discourses involving thick terms and concepts” (p. ix). The standard 
view on how thick terms and concepts are associated with evaluation 
is that they are inherently evaluative: Inherently Evaluative (IE) is 
the principle according to which “the meanings of thick terms and 
concepts somehow or other contain evaluation” (p. 9). Väyrynen’s 
thesis — which is per se one of the possible accounts of thick terms 
— has strong theoretical consequences, because it follows from his 
view that thick terms do not have the deep philosophical relevance 
that they are typically taken to have. Thick concepts and terms al-
legedly challenge the fact-value distinction, and — assuming that 
one endorses Inseparability, i.e. the idea that the evaluative and non-
evaluative contents of thick terms and concepts cannot be disentan-
gled (pp. 12 ff, 202 ff) — they also challenge noncognitivism and 
expressivism. However, Väyrynen argues, if one leaves aside IE, then 
thick concepts and terms do not play such a crucial role in evaluative 
thought and discourse.

In order to support his pragmatic thesis, Väyrynen discusses the 
main possible accounts of thick terms. He does not just explore the 
landscape of the theories that philosophers have actually put forward, 
but investigates all the relevant theoretical options, by going through 
their advantages and shortcomings. His overall strategy is the fol-
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lowing. By generalizing the principle of Grice’s Razor (Paul Grice, 
“Further notes on logic and conversation”, in Studies in the Way of 
Words, edited by Paul Grice, Cambridge, MA, 1989, 47-8), accord-
ing to which other things being equal, it is preferable to postulate 
conversational implicatures rather than multiplying senses and se-
mantic implicatures, Väyrynen claims that other things being equal, it 
is preferable to explain the evaluations associated with thick terms 
(T-evaluations) in terms of conversational implications rather than 
multiply senses and other semantic properties (p. 55). His challenge 
is — in a sense — to investigate and verify the “other things being 
equal” constraint.

The book is structured as follows: in Chapters I and II Väyrynen 
provides the necessary framework to develop his arguments. In 
Chapter I he introduces crucial notions, such as the problematic dis-
tinction between thick and thin — namely between purely evalu-
ative terms (like ‘good’ and ‘bad’) and terms that mix evaluation 
and description (like ‘lewd’, ‘courageous’, ‘brutal’, etc.). In Chapter 
II he discusses the notions of evaluation and meaning and assesses 
the definitory issue of what counts as thick concepts and terms. In 
particular, Väyrynen takes a term or concept T to be “evaluative in 
meaning if T-sentences of the form x is T entail, as a conceptual mat-
ter or in virtue of a semantic rule, that x is good in a certain way (…) 
or that x is bad in a certain way” (p. 34). Therefore, it is not enough 
for a term to convey evaluative content in order to count as “evalua-
tive”, as in principle any term could come to carry some evaluation 
in context.

Chapters III and IV are devoted to the discussion of semantic 
views, where Väyrynen argues against the idea that the T-evaluations 
are semantic entailments. In Chapter III, he presents phenomena 
such as Projection and non-Deniability of T-evaluations. The fact that 
the evaluation associated with thick terms projects out of semantic 
embeddings such as negation, antecedent of conditionals, question, 
modals, denials, etc., strongly suggests that T-evaluations are not 
truth-conditional components, nor they can be semantic entailments. 
In particular, if the unembedded occurrence of ‘lewd’ in (1) conveys 
an evaluative content that sounds like (7), all the following embed-
ded occurrences of ‘lewd’ and B’s denial in (6) convey the same T-
evaluation (please note that I changed the numbers in the examples):
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(1) Madonna’s show is lewd. (p. 70)

(2) Madonna’s show is not lewd. (p. 78)

(3) Is Madonna’s show lewd? (p. 64)

(4) Madonna’s show might be lewd. (p. 64)

(5) If Madonna’s show is lewd, tabloid press will go nuts. (p. 64)

(6)  A: Madonna’s show is lewd.

  B: No, it isn’t. (…) (p. 74)

(7) Overt displays of sexuality that transgress conventional 
boundaries are bad in a certain way. (p. 62)

Väyrynen observes these patterns for utterances involving ob-
jectionable thick terms, thick terms that convey an evaluation that 
speakers are not willing to endorse (typically, ‘lewd’, ‘chaste’, etc.). 
However, because in principle any thick term could be seen as objec-
tionable, Projection and non-Deniability data speak against a truth-
conditional analysis of thick terms in general (p. 56). Another argu-
ment against the semantic view, to which we will come back later 
on, is Defeasibility, according to which T-evaluations can be con-
textually suspended without infelicity or contradiction. According 
to Väyrynen, a lewd-objector who wants to reject the T-evaluation 
conveyed by (1), can do that by uttering (8) or (9):

(8) Whether or not Madonna’s show is lewd, it’s not bad in any 
way distinctive of explicit sexual display. (p. 70)

(9) Whether or not Madonna’s show involves explicit sexual dis-
play, it would be in no way bad for that. (p. 70)

Väyrynen takes (8) as a felicitous and literal use of ‘lewd’ that 
fails to convey a negative evaluation. He denies that there is a con-
trast between (8) and (9), where (8) is strikingly less felicitous than 
(9). If Väyrynen is right about this case, then T-evaluations are in 
fact defeasible.
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In Chapter IV, Väyrynen discusses some alternative explanations 
of the data presented in Chapter III (Projection, non-Deniability, 
Defeasibility) and argues for the superiority of his own treatment. 
So far, Väyrynen’s arguments only target a truth-conditional analysis 
of thick terms and leave open the possibility for T-evaluations to be 
analysed in terms of other semantic properties different from entail-
ment (such as presuppositions).

Chapters V and VI are dedicated to discard such further seman-
tic approaches, present various pragmatic theories and argue in fa-
vour of Väyrynen’s own version of a pragmatic approach. Väyrynen 
characterizes T-evaluations as pragmatic implications of utterances 
featuring thick terms, typically not-at-issue: they usually are not rel-
evant to the main point of the conversation at hand. Certain con-
versational moves can nevertheless make these not-at-issue contents 
at-issue and therefore T-evaluations can be challenged when they 
are not backgrounded (p. 127). In Chapter V, the author discusses 
some general psycho-social principles that are taken to explain how 
T-evaluations conversationally arise as pragmatic implications. It is 
crucial for Väyrynen to explain why T-evaluations are so systemati-
cally associated with thick terms, given that for him evaluations are 
not built into the meaning of thick terms. He does so by appealing to 
the principle of Parochiality, according to which “The application of 
a thick term or concept tends to derive its point or interest from the 
term’s or concept’s relation to the evaluative perspective reflected in 
its application” (p. 128). The idea is that because a community typi-
cally shares a background moral perspective or practice, a certain 
linguistic expression can get routinely associated with a not-at-issue 
content, which gets triggered in all ordinary contexts as part of the 
default interpretation of the linguistic expression.

In Chapters VII and VIII, Väyrynen assesses some issues that 
scholars typically take to favour the IE approaches over pragmatic 
ones and argues that, on the contrary, they can be accounted for 
by his theory. In particular, Chapter VII is dedicated to the prob-
lem of extension. Philosophers have argued that it is a distinctive 
feature of the evaluative that linguistic meaning underdetermines 
extension; given that the extension of thick terms and concepts is 
underdetermined, then T-evaluations must be part of the meaning of 
thick terms. Väyrynen rejects the argument by acknowledging that 
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the extension of thick terms and concepts is underdetermined while 
arguing that this feature can be explained in terms of certain general 
features of gradable and context-dependent expressions, indepen-
dently of whether the expressions at stake involve evaluative con-
tents or not. In Chapter VIII he discusses other two allegedly pro-IE 
issues: Shapelessness and Inseparability. Shapelessness amounts to 
the idea that “The extensions of evaluative terms and concepts aren’t 
unified under independently intelligible nonevaluative relations of 
real similarity” (p. 190). One interpretation is that to be shapeless 
with respect to the nonevaluative dimension is what is distinctive of 
the evaluative; therefore the fact that thick terms and concepts are 
shapeless with respect to the nonevaluative dimension would reveal 
that they are inherently evaluative. Väyrynen’s strategy to reject this 
argument is again to show that shapelessness is not in fact distinc-
tive of the evaluative: He provides many such examples of similarly 
shapeless non-evaluative psychological notions. Moreover, he consid-
ers Inseparability, the thesis according to which “Thick terms and 
concepts are or represent irreducible fusions of evaluation and non-
evaluative description; these aspects cannot be “disentangled” from 
one another” (p. 204). Väyrynen rejects Inseparability by relying 
in part on Simon Blackburn’s point that the objectability of certain 
terms and concepts makes Inseparability implausible, as for Insepara-
bility one could not conceptually separate evaluative and nonevalua-
tive content (Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions, Oxford, 1998).

In Chapter IX Väyrynen employs an opposite strategy to the one 
adopted in Chapters VII and VIII: he presents an argument typically 
taken against IE and argues that many theories endorsing IE can actu-
ally account for it. His set of arguments against IE is therefore not su-
perfluous. The issue at stake is Variability, according to which thick 
terms and concepts are contextually variable with respect to the va-
lence of T-evaluations. Prototypical instances of Variability would be 
cases like the following:

(10) The carnival was a lot of fun. But something was missing. It 
just wasn’t lewd. I hope it’ll be lewd next year. (p. 221)

The term ‘lewd’, instead of carrying its typical negative evalu-
ation, seems to convey a positive one. However, according to 
Väyrynen, (10)-like examples are problematic to IE only if they 
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are analysed as literal uses of thick terms. On the contrary, they do 
not challenge the idea that the relation between thick terms and 
evaluation is systematic and stable if they are analysed in terms of 
non-literal uses of language, “a way of mocking the sorts of prud-
ish evaluations that lewd conveys as a matter of meaning” (p. 224). 
This kind of account, suggested by Blackburn (Simon Blackburn, 
Ruling Passions, Oxford, 1998, 103) has interesting relations with 
some research conducted by Jesse Harris and Christopher Potts on 
perspectival shift concerning expressives and appositives (Jesse Har-
ris and Christopher Potts, “Perspective-shifting with appositives and 
expressives”, Linguistics and Philosophy 32 (6), 2009, 523-52) and to 
Bianchi’s analysis of appropriated uses of slurs in terms of irony and 
echo (Claudia Bianchi, “Slurs and appropriation: An echoic account”, 
Journal of Pragmatics 66, 2014, 35-44). The underlying idea in these 
apparently unrelated works is that evaluatives involve a perspective 
and this is typically the speaker’s one, but, by employing the relevant 
pragmatic mechanisms, one can succeed in shifting this perspective 
from the speaker’s one to another party’s one. However, regardless 
of whether Väyrynen favours the “non-literal” account, Variability 
does not suffice to knock down IE because it can be in principle 
explained in terms of pragmatic mechanisms. Therefore, because IE 
can account for Variability, other arguments against IE are needed to 
discard the approach.

In Chapter X — the last — Väyrynen completes his deflationary 
project, by arguing that, in the light of his pragmatic analysis, thick 
concepts and terms actually lack strong philosophical implications 
with respect to issues such as the fact-value distinction and the cog-
nitivism/non-cognitivism debate.

Let us now consider the negative contribution of The Lewd, the 
Rude and the Nasty, namely the arguments against the claim that thick 
terms lexically encode evaluations. Väyrynen considers two main 
arguments: Variability and Defeasibility. As we have just seen, Vari-
ability is set aside because instances of Variability à la (10) can be ana-
lysed as non-literal uses of language. The strongest argument against 
IE is therefore Defeasibility, namely the idea that T-evaluations can 
be contextually suspended without infelicity or contradiction. All 
in all, a reader might harbour doubts about the fact that the main 
argument against IE is based on Defeasibility, which is supported in 



301Book Reviews

the book by a quite small set of examples and which relies on the as-
sumption that there is no significant contrast in felicity between (8) 
and (9), an intuition that is not so obvious. However, if one accepts 
the generalization of Grice’s razor (according to which, other things 
being equal, it is preferable to analyse T-evaluations in terms of prag-
matic implications rather than appealing to semantic notions), for 
Väyrynen’s main thesis to go through, it would suffice to show that 
the pragmatic account can in principle account for all the relevant 
phenomena, without relying on the Defeasibility data.

On the other hand, Väyrynen’s positive contribution — the de-
flationary thesis according to which T-evaluations arise from conver-
sational mechanisms — would have in a way profited from a more 
detailed discussion of what pragmatic implications are taken to be. 
Väyrynen talks about “generalized pragmatic implications” that are 
different from the well-known gricean implicatures, and he appeals 
to general communicative and practical interests, but it is not en-
tirely fleshed out how to fully characterize such implications and 
systematically distinguish them from generalized implicatures. The 
under-determination of the notion of ‘pragmatic implication’ might 
be partly due to the fact that for Väyrynen thick terms are not homo-
geneous enough to allow a uniform analysis and different mechanisms 
can be at play each time a T-evaluation arises.

As to how to best characterize such mechanisms, a comparison 
with pragmatic and deflationary accounts of pejoratives might come 
in handy. In the literature on slurs, scholars developed various ac-
counts to explain how certain terms can systematically be associ-
ated with evaluative contents, without these contents being lexically 
encoded. For instance, Bolinger (Renée Bolinger Jorgensen, “The 
pragmatics of slurs”, Noûs 50 (3), 2015) talks about “contrastive pref-
erences ”, Nunberg (Geoffrey Nunberg, “The social life of slurs”, in 
New Work on Speech Act, edited by Daniel Fogal, Daniel Harris and 
Matt Moss, Oxford, Oxford University Press, forthcoming) relies 
on gricean conversational manner implicatures, Rappaport (Jesse 
Rappaport, “Communicating with slurs”, manuscript) appeals to the 
relevance-theoretic notion of ‘showing’ (as opposed to ‘meaning’). 
While appealing to different notions, all these approaches aim to 
characterize the evaluative content of pejoratives as stable and nev-
ertheless non-encoded. I conclude by suggesting that these kinds of 
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proposals from the literature on pejoratives provide some interesting 
insights as to how to flesh out a pragmatic analysis of the evaluative 
content of thick terms. Väyrynen himself suggested a comparison 
between his view on thick terms and the analysis of slurs put forward 
in Bolinger’s proposal in a talk (Pekka Väyrynen, “Evaluatives and 
pejoratives”, Handout for Linguistics Seminars-Scuola Normale Superiore, 
Pisa, 2016). I shall add that also Nunberg’s and Rappaport’s propos-
als are very relevant in this respect.
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Epistemic Angst: Radical Skepticism and the Groundlessness 
of Our Believing, by Duncan Pritchard. New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2016, 239 pages, ISBN: 9780691167237.

Duncan Pritchard’s new book constitutes a continuation of his re-
search into the problem of scepticism. It is a version of a series of 
lectures he gave at Soochow University in Taiwan in 2013 and an 
amendment to the theory contained in his previous book: Epistemo-
logical Disjunctivism (Oxford, 2012).

Pritchard’s diagnosis is that the source of scepticism is not an in-
consistency ingrained in our pre-philosophical intuitions; instead, he 
thinks that illegitimate ways in which those intuitions have been inter-
preted philosophically are what give rise to scepticism. His purpose 
is therefore to purge our intuitions of philosophical distortions and in 
this way to remove the threat of radical scepticism, which manifests 
itself through epistemic angst: the fear that there is in fact no knowledge 
of the external world. Pritchard analyses and attempts to respond to 
the two sceptical paradoxes which allegedly cause epistemic angst: 
the first is based on the principle of underdetermination; the second, 
on the principle of closure. Each of these paradoxes is formed of an 
inconsistent triad of claims. Pritchard’s formulation of the sceptical 
paradox based on underdetermination is as follows (p. 32):
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(1) One cannot have rational support that favors one’s belief that 
one is sitting at one’s desk over a brain in a vat hypothesis.

(2) If one cannot have rational support that favors one’s belief 
that one is sitting at one’s desk over a brain in a vat hypoth-
esis, then one does not know that one is sitting at one’s desk.

(3) One knows that one is sitting at one’s desk.

This paradox arises due to the inconsistency (a real one, accord-
ing to Pritchard) of the triad composed of three claims correspond-
ing to (1)-(3) in the paradox above:

(1) One cannot have rational support that favors one’s belief in an 
everyday proposition over an incompatible radical sceptical 
hypothesis.

(2) The principle of underdetermination.

(3) One has widespread everyday knowledge.

Pritchard employs the following version of the principle of un-
derdetermination:

(UNDERDETERMINATION) If S knows that p and q describe 
incompatible scenarios, and yet S lacks a rational basis that favors 
p over q, then S lacks knowledge that p.

Pritchard denies (1) in the triad and paradox: in the good case the 
subject does have support favouring the claim of being sitting at one’s 
desk over being a brain in a vat. In this review, however, I will not 
dwell on the solution to the paradox based on underdetermination 
that is offered in Epistemic Angst, because it does not go beyond what 
Pritchard already proposed in Epistemological Disjunctivism. What has 
changed with respect to the previous book is that Pritchard now ad-
mits that disjunctivism needs to be enhanced if it is to successfully 
deal with the second sceptical paradox: that based on closure.

This is how Pritchard reconstructs the closure-based sceptical 
paradox (p. 15):

(1) One cannot know that one is not a brain in a vat.
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(2) If one cannot know that one is not a brain in a vat, then one 
cannot know that one is sitting at one’s desk.

(3) One knows that one is sitting at one’s desk.

This paradox again arises due to the inconsistency (which in this 
case, according to Pritchard, is only apparent; I will return to this 
issue later) of the triad composed of the following three claims that 
correspond to (1)-(3) in this paradox:

(1) One is unable to know the denials of radical skeptical hypoth-
eses.

(2) The principle of closure.

(3) One has widespread everyday knowledge.

Pritchard appeals to the principle of closure in the following 
form:

(CLOSURE) If S knows that p, and S competently deduces from p 
that q, thereby forming a belief that q on this basis while retaining 
knowledge that p, then S knows that q.

The problem with closure that bothers Pritchard is that one can-
not have (1), (2) and (3) at the same time. Endorsing disjunctivism 
yields a commitment to (3). Rejection of (2) is too revisionary to be 
taken as an option by Pritchard. It is also difficult to deny (1), and 
just bite the bullet by saying that one can know that one is not in a 
sceptical scenario (p. 163) — this is effectively denying a widespread 
and strong intuition. So, since Pritchard wants to save all three el-
ements of the triad, he argues that they are not inconsistent after 
all. In his attempt to show this he appeals to Wittgenstein’s idea of 
hinge commitments. According to that idea, negations of sceptical 
hypotheses (i.e., hinge commitments) are not susceptible to ratio-
nal evaluation; in this respect they differ from ordinary beliefs. His 
interpretation of hinge commitments, together with disjunctivism, 
form a biscopic solution to the problem of scepticism. In this way, 
paradox based on underdetermination is brought within the scope of 
a single solution (disjunctivism); and that based on closure is brought 
within the scope of another (hinge commitments).
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Pritchard’s solution to closure-based paradox relies upon the 
non-belief reading of hinge commitments. Pritchard analyses various 
fragments of Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, where the idea of hinge 
commitments originates. On the basis of those scattered fragments, 
Pritchard reconstructs Wittgenstein as claiming that one does not 
have knowledge that one is not in a sceptical scenario, but also that 
it is not possible to doubt that one’s beliefs are generally correct. 
Doubt, and hence rational evaluation, can only be local, i.e., they 
concern only some non-basic beliefs. For Wittgenstein, there are ba-
sic beliefs that cannot be rationally justified (or doubted), because 
they are no less plausible than any claim that might be called upon in 
support of them. These are called hinge commitments. A belief that one 
is not a brain in a vat is a good example of such a basic, unjustifiable 
claim. Pritchard takes this intuition as the starting point for his own 
anti-sceptical strategy. However, he indicates an interesting problem 
that threatens Wittgenstein’s theory (and some of its modern inter-
pretations too).

The problem is that Wittgenstein’s theory is incompatible with 
closure. Consider the following reasoning:

(1) There is a desk in front of me.

(2) If there is a desk in front of me, I am not a brain in a vat.

(3) I am not a brain in a vat.

This is an instance of modus ponens, and as such, it is an example 
of valid reasoning. In this example, (1) is a mundane case of percep-
tual knowledge and (2) is true on the basis of how a brain in a vat is 
described. If one knows these premises, one competently deduces 
the conclusion on the basis of them and as a result of this deduction, 
one forms the belief in the conclusion: in virtue of the principle of 
closure, one knows the conclusion. Since Wittgenstein argues that 
there is no deductive knowledge of hinge commitments, he must 
reject closure.

To avoid this clash with closure, Pritchard proposes the non-be-
lief reading of hinge commitments (p. 90-4). He argues that having 
a hinge commitment should be understood propositionally, i.e., as 
having some attitude towards a proposition. One has hinge com-
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mitments to propositions (called hinge propositions) that codify one’s 
single, über hinge commitment: that one is not fundamentally and mas-
sively mistaken in one’s beliefs (I will comment on the codification 
relation later). The trick that solves the closure problem is that the 
subject has an attitude different from belief towards hinge proposi-
tions (since Pritchard does not offer a name for it, for the purpose 
of this review I will call it the non-belief attitude). The (CLOSURE) 
formulation of the closure principle only concerns cases in which the 
subject forms a belief. Therefore, closure does not apply to cases of 
deductions which end with hinge propositions, because, according 
to Pritchard, one has some other attitude towards hinge commit-
ments: not belief. Therefore, all three elements of the closure-based 
triad are consistent after all, and there is no tension that can generate 
a paradox.

This short reconstruction helps to reveal some obscurities within 
Pritchard’s account. My main concern is that the book seems to lack 
a positive characterisation of the non-belief attitude. The negative 
characteristic of this attitude is that it is not knowledge-apt, hence 
the crucial difference from belief (p. 90); and this feature is what 
Pritchard needs to avoid application of closure to non-believed hinge 
propositions. Meanwhile, positive description is limited to the claim 
that non-belief is belief-like in the sense of being incompatible with 
an agnostic attitude towards the truth of the proposition in question 
(p. 101). The only passage in the book in which I found more precise 
information on how Pritchard understands an agnostic attitude is the 
fragment in which he contrasts his own approach with Wright’s en-
titlement reading of hinge commitments (p. 77-84). According to 
Pritchard, rational trust, as defined by Wright, is indeed compatible 
with the an agnostic attitude (in contrast to Wright’s intentions):

The crux of the matter, however, is whether the rational trust in ques-
tion really could legitimately exclude agnosticism about the truth of the 
target proposition. The reason why this is problematic is that it is hard 
to see how an agent who is fully aware that she has no rational basis for 
regarding the target proposition as true could be anything but agnostic 
about that proposition. After all, isn’t the recognition that this rational 
basis is lacking simply tantamount to being agnostic about the truth of 
this proposition? How could it be otherwise? (p. 82)

However, what is not clear to me is how Pritchard’s own theory 
avoids the same problem. According to Pritchard, a subject who is com-
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mitted to a hinge proposition does not have rational justification for it 
either. In what respect that subject’s predicament differs from the situ-
ation of someone who “is fully aware that she has no rational basis for 
regarding the target proposition as true” is not explained and far from 
evident. Is she unaware that she has no rational basis for regarding the 
hinge proposition true? This seems rather implausible; and Pritchard 
does not commit himself to any such claim. Thus, until we are told 
more concerning the non-belief and/or agnosticism, it is not clear how 
an attitude of non-belief is incompatible with an agnostic stance.

Moreover, the distinctness of attitudes of non-belief and belief is 
not precisely established either. Pritchard describes the difference 
between belief and non-belief thus:

Crucially, however, insofar as we accept that such a commitment [hinge 
commitment — B.C.] is merely codifying the prior über hinge com-
mitment, a commitment that is not the result of a rational process or 
even in principle responsive to rational processes, then the anti-skepti-
cal hinge commitment is also very different from belief in fundamental 
respects. (p. 101)

Therefore, the bulk of explaining the rationale behind postulat-
ing the existence of a different type of attitude towards hinge com-
mitments results from the fact that a hinge commitment is the result 
of codiication of an über hinge commitment. However, it is not clear 
how codification actually works. Everybody, according to Pritchard, 
has the über hinge commitment; but different subjects have different 
hinge commitments that codify the über hinge commitment. More-
over, the list of commitments a given subject has may vary during 
that subject’s lifetime (p. 94-7). What I find to be missing is an ex-
planation of what processes result in the subject’s performing certain 
codifications of the über hinge commitment — and not some others. 
Pritchard only claims that this issue is “highly context-sensitive” (p. 
95). There seems to be an explanatory gap here. If I understand the 
passage quoted above correctly, Pritchard attempts to define non-
belief in opposition to belief, by contrasting processes that gener-
ate these attitudes. One acquires beliefs as a result of various belief-
forming processes such as deduction; while one’s hinge commitments 
arise as a result of codification of the über hinge commitment. Until 
we are told in more detail what processes are responsible for codifi-
cation, we are also in the dark about what the non-belief attitude is 
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and exactly in what respects it is distinct from belief.
The third caveat is that Pritchard, in order to block the closure-

based paradox, must establish that non-believing that p excludes be-
lieving that p. This cannot be taken for granted or stipulated. Some 
attitudes seem to be compatible with belief. I can, for instance, 
hope that I will catch the train home this evening and at the same 
time believe that I will catch it. Belief and non-belief differ in their 
knowledge-aptness; but it must be established that if one has a non-
knowledge-apt non-belief attitude, then one cannot (simultaneously 
or at some later moment) have a knowledge-apt belief attitude. It 
cannot simply be assumed that once one non-believes that p, then 
one cannot at some point start to believe that p.

Having presented my worries concerning the non-belief attitude, 
I would like to point out an interesting argument raised by Pritchard 
to criticise an externalist response to closure-based paradox, which 
consists of denial of (1) in such a paradox:

(1) one cannot know that one is not a brain in a vat.

Externalists grant the subject knowledge of not being a brain in a 
vat, yet deny that this knowledge has rational grounds. In response, 
Pritchard argues that one can formulate the principle of closure and 
closure paradox in a way that is analogous to the previous presen-
tation, just by replacing the concept of knowledge with rationally 
grounded knowledge (p. 22-3):

(1) One cannot have rationally grounded knowledge that one is 
not a brain in a vat.

(2) If one cannot have rationally grounded knowledge that one is 
not a brain in a vat, then one cannot have rationally grounded 
knowledge that one is sitting at one’s desk.

(3) One has rationally grounded knowledge that one is sitting at 
one’s desk.

(CLOSURE-RK) If S has rationally grounded knowledge that p, 
and S competently deduces from p that q, thereby forming a belief 
that q on this basis while retaining her rationally grounded knowl-
edge that p, then S has rationally grounded knowledge that q.
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Now, externalists face a dilemma. It is difficult to see how they 
could reject (1); (2) is an application of closure; and rejection of (3) 
is a bold move with an inconvenient consequence: although there 
is knowledge of mundane facts, this knowledge is not rationally 
grounded. This completely disconnects knowledge from rational 
ground for it; which is a very revisionary move.

Epistemic Angst is an interesting and thought-provoking book. It 
presents an ambitious attempt to refute scepticism, which is sup-
posed to be in agreement with our intuitions, purging them of 
philosophical claims which give rise to paradoxes. The discussion of 
two types of scepticism is very insightful and carefully conducted, 
while the idea of combining hinge commitments and disjunctivism 
in responding to them is promising. However, Pritchard’s answer to 
closure-based theory relies on the non-belief reading of hinge com-
mitments, which currently is not described well enough to equip it 
for the task.
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