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Knowledge, Refl ection, and Action1

ERNEST SOSA
Rutgers University, New Brunswick, USA

Our main topic is epistemic agency, which can be either free or unfree. 
This aligns with a distinction between two sorts of knowledge, the refl ec-
tive and the animal. We fi rst take up the nature and signifi cance of these 
two sorts of knowledge, starting with the refl ective. In a second section 
we then consider the nature of suspension and how that relates suspen-
sion to higher orders of meta-belief. Finally, we consider a distinction in 
epistemology between animal competence and refl ective justifi cation. All 
of these topics and distinctions are important for virtue epistemology, in 
ways to be considered.

Keywords: Epistemic agency, refl ective knowledge, animal knowl-
edge, suspension of judgment, refl ective justifi cation.

A. Introduction: Agency and Refl ection
Our main topic is epistemic agency, which can be either free or unfree. 
This aligns with a distinction between two sorts of knowledge, the re-
fl ective and the animal. We fi rst take up the nature and signifi cance of 
these two sorts of knowledge, starting with the refl ective.

Refl ection has two aspects: fi rst, refl ection as careful, conscious 
thought, as meditation; second, refl ection as thought that turns back 
on itself, as higher-order thought. The two aspects come together in 
Descartes’s Meditations. And both are present also in British Empiri-
cism, where refl ection is the operation of the mind by which it is con-
sciously aware of its own contents.

The two aspects are separable, since higher-order reference to one’s 
own mind can be subconscious. So we can distinguish two degrees of 
refl ection. A fi rst degree involves the mind’s turning back on itself, 
whether consciously or subconsciously. A second degree also requires 
the higher-order thought to be conscious.

1 What follows will lay out and extend key aspects of the virtue epistemology 
expounded most recently in my Judgment and Agency (Oxford University Press, 2015).
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Both aspects of refl ection are important in epistemology—both its con-
scious and its higher-order character—each in its own way.

The importance of the higher-order emerges, fi rst, with epistemic 
suspension of judgment. Suspension is constitutively a second-order 
mental phenomenon, or so I will argue shortly, in section B. The high-
er-order is also important, second, because of our aim to keep epistemic 
risk within proper bounds in our search for truth. This risk-assessment 
is inherently second-order. It is an assessment of how risky it would 
be to judge that p. Does the risk permit judgment, or does it require 
suspension instead?

So much for the higher-order. The importance of consciousness 
emerges in contexts of critical assessment, whether in private thought 
or in public dialectic, when one must weigh all pertinent reasons, while 
judging in light of the total evidence. Among the relevant reasons as 
one ponders a question is the fact that one already holds a certain belief 
on that question, if one does, even if it is just stored in memory. Take 
any context of critical assessment: that of legislation, for example, or of 
the courtroom, or the doctor’s offi ce, or the lab, or the criminal investi-
gation, or the philosophy seminar. Questions in such contexts must be 
addressed by weighing all the reasons in view. Yes, the fact that one 
already believes a given answer is among the reasons in view. But it 
cannot be allowed to trump automatically any contrary reasons that 
may also come into view. Nor will the stored answer necessarily out-
weigh the newly available reasons simply because of how very reliable 
is the perception-plus-memory that diachronically delivers that stored 
answer. A believer who has forgotten just how reliably he acquired 
and retained his belief cannot now draw the belief from storage with a 
weight determined simply by its diachronic reliability. The believer now 
needs reason to self-attribute such reliability. And this self-attribution 
will be on the second order and also conscious.

Refl ective knowledge of the highest degree involves refl ective 
thought that is both conscious and higher-order. This is the scientia 
that Descartes takes as his epistemic aim. It is knowledge consciously 
endorsed on the second order as reliable enough, as belief whose cor-
rectness manifests superlative competence. Here we have both com-
ponents required for appropriate refl ection of the higher sort. A fi rst-
order belief is endorsed consciously on the second order as one whose 
correctness manifests superlative competence.

Should we also allow a lesser degree of refl ective knowledge requir-
ing no conscious awareness? Nearly all one’s knowledge remains im-
plicit at any given time, and not all implicit beliefs are epistemically 
on a par. Only some derive from proper risk assessment, for one thing, 
and from a proper grasp of one’s relevant competence. Some are on an 
animal level, unaccompanied by suffi cient assessment of risk or grasp 
of competence, whether conscious or subconscious. For example, the be-
liefs of a blindsighter ignorant of his competence fall short epistemical-
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ly, despite their animal epistemic standing. We should thus recognize 
a distinction between knowledge that is merely animal and knowledge 
that is refl ective even subconsciously. This distinction is epistemically 
worth drawing not just because the knowledge that is thus modestly 
refl ective already seems superior in that respect to the knowledge that 
falls short. Our distinction is epistemologically signifi cant also for a 
further reason: because main traditional arguments for skepticism 
threaten refl ective knowledge irrespective of whether the second-order 
endorsement is conscious or subconscious.

What is that threat? We attain the refl ective level of knowledge only 
when we self-attribute the competence manifest in the correctness of 
a fi rst order belief. It is the ostensibly vicious circularity involved in 
seeking knowledge of such competence that poses the threat. The tar-
gets include fi rst order sources like perception, testimony, and intro-
spection, but also the faculties of armchair thought, such as rational 
intuition and deduction. Refl ective knowledge would allegedly involve 
a vicious circle or regress because it requires second-order endorse-
ment of the reliability of one’s fi rst-order sources. This gives us reason 
to distinguish between animal knowledge on one side, and refl ective 
knowledge on the other, whether this latter derives from subconscious 
or from conscious endorsement. Either sort of refl ective ascent would 
be blocked by the skeptic’s argument.

B. Suspension and Refl ection
1. What is suspension? 
Often enough the right choice when we consider a belief is not to en-
dorse it but to suspend judgment. Sometimes that is epistemically the 
right thing to do. What is involved in such suspension? 

What is it to suspend judgment on a given question? Is it just con-
sciously neither to believe nor to disbelieve while consciously consider-
ing the question? There are reasons to doubt that answer.
For one thing, that is what one does while still deliberating, undecided 
whether to suspend.

Secondly, what if one decides to suspend until further consideration? 
What about the suspending one does when the question has faded from 
conscious view? What constitutes one’s suspending at that point, when 
one is neither believing nor disbelieving, nor even consciously consider-
ing the question?
Objection: “One does already suspend while still deliberating, so one 
does not really deliberate on whether to suspend. One deliberates rath-
er on whether to continue suspending. As for suspension after one stops 
considering the question, this can just be a dispositional suspension, 
the disposition to forbear both affi rming and denying upon considering 
the question.”
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Reply: Fair enough. But consider what happens when one concludes 
inquiry. This might happen when one has “conclusive” evidence to af-
fi rm, or to deny. When one concludes inquiry, as when one concludes 
armchair pondering, this might be because one settles into an attitude 
of positive affi rmation, occurrent or dispositional, or of positive denial. 
One reaches a point where one fi nds it appropriate to settle into such an 
attitude indefi nitely. If one does not reach that point, this might be for 
either of two reasons. One might be in a position to settle indefi nitely 
into an attitude of double-omission, and this is the true suspending, the 
settled, conclusive suspending that might conclude inquiry in a way 
analogous to how affi rmation or denial might do so. Alternatively, one 
might stop inquiry by deferring it, not by concluding it. Here one con-
tinues either active or dispositional provisional suspension. This is not 
the settled suspension that is one of the three ways of truly concluding 
inquiry, along with settled affi rmation and settled denial.

2. Is suspension always second-order, irrespective of whether it 
is provisional or settled? Suspension is plausibly a second-order 
phenomenon, moreover, whether the suspension is provisional or 
settled. Let us look into this.
Compare fi rst one’s actions as one drives home while engrossed in con-
versation. There are many things one does intentionally while unaware 
that one is doing them. There are even choices that one freely deter-
mines without doing so consciously. When one puts on the brakes in 
response to a red light, one does so intentionally. One intends to do so, 
and one’s intention to put on the brakes derives from the combination 
of a certain policy and a certain perceptual belief. It might be thought 
that one intentionally does so with no prior or concurrent intention to do 
so. Even when thwarted by stuck brakes, however, one at least tried to 
stop. And what is it to try if not to act on a present-directed intention?

One might thus view suspending as intentionally neither-affi rming-
nor-denying. Moreover, this can be similar to the actions we perform 
automatically and subconsciously while driving. Such actions answer 
to intentions that derive by some sort of reasoning from policies that 
implicitly guide us.

Epistemic policies can concern, among other things, the evidential 
requirements for proper cognitive attitudes. And the attitude of main 
interest here is not just confi dence above a certain threshold. Nor is it 
just a stored state that can play its role unattended. Our focus now is 
rather on judgment, or on a disposition to judge, where to judge affi r-
matively is a distinctive all-or-nothing conscious mental act. Note well 
the distinction introduced. On one side is (a) the act of judgment, of 
conscious episodic affi rmation, of affi rming to oneself. On the other side 
is (b) a disposition to so judge. This latter is what we appeal to when we 
say of someone sleeping that “in his judgment” we should follow a cer-
tain course of action. We are not saying that he is at that moment per-
forming the relevant mental act. We are saying rather that he would 
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perform that act if he were then to entertain the relevant question with 
the aim of answering correctly.

Action-guiding belief can remain on an animal level when, being 
inexpressible, it is inapt for proper refl ective endorsement. It would be 
wrong to denigrate such deeply animal belief. Nevertheless, articula-
ble judgment is obviously essential for a social, linguistic, and rational 
species. By judgment I mean, again, either the act of affi rmation, in 
thought or speech, or the disposition to so affi rm when sincerely aiming 
to affi rm with truth. Something important happens when we conclude 
pondering and opt to judge (rather than suspend, or deny). Even if one 
has not yet voiced this judgment it is now ready for voicing, so that the 
information stored is suitable for sharing.

Suppose one could suspend without ascent to the second order while 
intentionally omitting both affi rmation and denial. Even so, proper sus-
pension is still plausibly second-order, since it cannot amount just to 
omission oblivious to the relevant risks. On the contrary, in order to 
be epistemically proper it must be properly responsive to such risks, 
which must be perceived adequately.

If proper suspension is plausibly second-order, since it requires in-
tentions that target fi rst-order conduct, also plausibly second order is 
then the judgment assessable epistemically in the same sort of way 
as suspending is assessable epistemically. Accordingly, such judgment 
would be fi rst-order judgment in obedience to second-order intentions 
that guide the believer implicitly.2

Granted, such judgment does differ signifi cantly from its paired 
suspending. On the fi rst order there is not much, if anything at all, 
that constitutes the suspending. Of main relevance on the fi rst order 
are simply absences: the absence of affi rming/believing and the absence 
of denying/disbelieving. What positively constitutes suspending lies on 
the second order. It is the intending to not affi rm/believe and not deny/
disbelieve, or to persist in doing so. Perhaps the forbearing that derives 
from that intending is on the fi rst order. I mean the forbearing con-
stituted by (intentionally) omitting affi rming/believing and denying/
disbelieving. But the being intentional of this double-omission derives 
from something constitutively positive and on the second order: name-
ly, the subject’s intention (conscious or subconscious) to not affi rm/be-
lieve and not deny/disbelieve. And this intention may implement an 
evidential policy (where the policy and the implied choice, the coming 
to intend, can be either conscious or subconscious).

2 This makes problematic the well-known view that epistemic reasons for 
believing that p are just reasons that bear positively on the truth of p. We now see 
why the pertinent epistemic reasons must likely bear (also?) on the epistemic risk 
undertaken by one’s own believing that p. As to whether the aim of belief is truth, 
a second-order aim here (also?) comes into view: The rational believer aims to take 
appropriate epistemic risk, no less and no more, in opting on the relevant threefold 
choice: affi rming, denying, suspending.
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3. How general is the interest of second-order assessment?
The interest of assessment on the second order goes beyond Pyrrhonian 
or Cartesian epistemology. Even in the most ordinary assessment of 
someone’s judgment as epistemically justifi ed or rational, the sort of 
rational justifi cation involved is often on the second order, or is at least 
dependent on the second order, since it is justifi cation of that judgment 
as superior to suspension, and concerns therefore a performance that 
is an alternative to suspension (or dependent essentially on an alterna-
tive to suspension). Such an alternative would be one among mutually 
exclusive and exhaustive options: affi rming, denying, suspending. If 
suspending constitutively involves the intention to not fi rst-order-be-
lieve and not fi rst-order-disbelieve, then plausibly the relevant alter-
native affi rming will constitutively involve the intention to fi rst-order 
affi rm, and the relevant alternative denying will constitutively involve 
the intention to fi rst-order deny.

The believing (and disbelieving) of interest now can be either oc-
current or dispositional. That is to say, it can be constituted either by 
an act of judgment or by a disposition to so judge. Either way, it is 
an intentional act or state. We have reached this result through the 
parity of such belief with its correlated suspending, and through the 
reasoning that supports our conception of such suspending as inten-
tional double-omission, whether the intention is consciously episodic or 
subconsciously ongoing.

That is so even if ordinarily one’s animal knowledge needs no re-
fl ective endorsement. Animal beliefs can often come under rational 
scrutiny, after all, in one or another setting where we focus on certain 
questions and beliefs, as in the law court, or the criminal investigation, 
or the doctor’s offi ce. And they can come under rational scrutiny more 
generally, as in the philosopher’s refl ection or seminar discussion. A be-
lief under such scrutiny is not properly affi rmed merely on the basis of 
its diachronic standing, no matter how excellent this standing may be. 
Synchronic justifi cation is now required, which imports second-order 
assessment of fi rst-order beliefs. Refl ective assessment need not but 
often does rely on such second-order inquiry, properly so. We must rely 
on it, of course, when our fi rst-order competence is itself explicitly un-
der attack. But we can rely on it also when we more directly scrutinize 
the fi rst-order question rather than the fi rst-order competence. We may 
need to base our continuing fi rst-order judgment on a positive view of 
our relevant fi rst-order competences.

4. What determines whether, on a certain question, suspending is 
epistemically justifi ed? 
If the foregoing analysis is correct, what justifi es our (intentionally) 
suspending is what justifi es our intending to withhold belief and dis-
belief. What justifi es our so intending? What might one endeavor to 
accomplish thereby? One cannot attain truth by forbearing from af-
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fi rming/denying and from believing/disbelieving. One’s objective in so 
forbearing is rather to avoid falsehood. One might conceivably pursue 
that objective by arbitrary suspending on the specifi c question. But the 
relevant objective is not just to avoid falsehood, but to do so properly, 
wisely, which requires attention also to the pursuit of truth. Cost/ben-
efi t analysis is required.

What are the costs and benefi ts relevant to epistemic choices? On a 
given question that one takes up, a main cost is false judgment or be-
lief, a main benefi t true judgment or belief. What is the likelihood that 
one will attain truth and avoid falsehood by affi rming? What is the risk 
that one will fail instead? A justifi ed attitude responsive to these que-
ries, be it judgment or suspension, needs to manifest epistemic compe-
tence.

In arriving at the correct attitude one must assess one’s level of 
complete competence with respect to the question addressed. This in-
cludes three components. The fi rst is one’s basic constitutional com-
petence, one’s skill in answering such questions. The second is one’s 
current shape for employing that skill. Is one awake, alert, sober, etc.? 
Third and last is one’s situation, including any relevant external rela-
tions. Is the light adequate? How far is the object? And so on. All three 
of these— skill, shape, situation—are constitutively involved in one’s 
complete competence. Only such complete SSS-assessment (however 
quick and subconscious) can properly determine whether one is likely 
enough to answer the question correctly. A negative conclusion would 
require one intentionally to forbear from answering. Instead one would 
need to suspend.

One affi rms with full epistemic competence, by contrast, only if the 
epistemic risk is competently assessed as low enough. One then affi rms 
on a basis shared with the intention implemented: the basis provided 
by the favorable risk assessment. One hence falls short in so affi rming 
unless that basis amounts to knowledge. It follows that the affi rmation 
will itself fall short unless it amounts to refl ective knowledge. In order 
to affi rm properly, one must answer the fi rst-order question correctly, 
manifesting thereby one’s relevant fi rst-order competence. Moreover, 
the exercise of that competence must itself be intentional, based on 
the second-order assessment of the relevant risk. Of course this assess-
ment must in turn manifest suffi cient competence.

Refl ective epistemic status is therefore a status above animal-level 
fi xation of belief, no matter how reliable the latter may be. This calls 
for an epistemology with both animal and refl ective components. Re-
fl ective competence is required for the higher epistemic status. We 
need not always be seeking that status, nor is it a status required for 
proper trust in our fi rst-order beliefs. Even when we need not, however, 
we often do seek that level of scrutiny and endorsement, as we consider 
a question in a setting that requires refl ection. Plausibly enough, more-
over, a belief would always attain a higher epistemic status if it did 
gain proper endorsement through such scrutiny.
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C. Animal Competence and Refl ective Justifi cation: the 
Interest of the Synchronic 
1. Much of our knowledge serves us well with no need of refl ection. It 
would be practically inadvisable to scrutinize the trust we place on our 
own stored beliefs, or on the testimony of others, as we go through an 
ordinary day. Such quotidian trust is appropriately blind, unaided by 
refl ection. Not so in the law court, or the legislature, or a detective’s 
investigation, or the scientifi c lab or philosophy seminar. These settings 
call for critical scrutiny; it will not do just to voice our stored animal 
beliefs or to take on trust the say-so of others. Questions here pres-
ent three options: affi rming, denying, suspending. Opting properly on a 
question under refl ective scrutiny requires a synchronic rational basis.

The fact remains that much everyday knowledge is not consciously 
refl ective. Such animal knowledge permits—may even require—blind 
trust rather than consciously deliberate choice. This knowledge will 
often have been acquired competently, reliably enough, and will have 
been stored through competent retentive memory. Once stored, it will 
have done its work unseen, with no need of conscious attention. Much 
of our animal knowledge is acquired through normal childhood devel-
opment, much absorbed from the culture. By contrast, the refl ective 
knowledge of interest to us is normally attained through the conscious 
weighing of reasons.3 Judgment-involving knowledge requires us to opt 
among affi rming (or reaffi rming), denying, and suspending. And this 
choice must be made in the light of the reasons available at that time. 
Suppose we can draw from storage an answer superbly acquired and 
retained. Even so, it would seem stubbornly irrational to just voice our 
belief despite the weight of synchronic reasons tilted against it.4

Judgment should be based on the total evidence available at the 
time. It must be so based in the law-court, the lab, the seminar room, 
and the criminal investigation. It takes priority when we must reason 
consciously to an answer for a question posed explicitly. The premises 
adduced in such reasoning ought not to be retrieved dogmatically from 
storage, not based just on the epistemic quality of the storage and re-
tention. The fi rst-order judgments that provide premises for critical 
reasoning require the rational support of any evidence synchronically 
available. Such rational support is required both for private thoughts 
in conscious reasoning, and also for public assertions whereby we con-
vey information to others by speaking on our own behalf.

True, we can often endorse what memory delivers if nothing in view 
tells against it. “Methodological conservatism” is thus right to bestow 
squatter’s rights on beliefs already in storage. Nevertheless, counter-evi-

3 Through “ratiocination”—to use Wittgenstein’s term in On Certainty.
4 Note well: “reasons tilted against it.” Again, this is supposed to be so despite 

whatever reason the believer may have—and it may be quite considerable—for 
conservatively trusting his own belief on the subject matter involved.
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dence synchronically in view might still properly trump the conservative 
claim of the belief in storage even when such synchronic evidence is far 
less reliable than the diachronic process that lies behind the stored belief.
2. Again, plenty of beliefs are initially acquired through competent in-
trospection, perception, or reasoning, and then stored in memory. Such 
a belief will often linger even after you forget how it was initially ac-
quired. You might then be able to say little more than “I just remem-
ber.” What then is the later standing of that belief?

We are focused on a time late in the life of the belief. No-one can 
now detail how it was acquired and retained. Suppose only slight di-
rect evidence is now available for its content. If we go by this evidence, 
the belief no longer counts as justifi ed. How competently can you now 
retain it? Its epistemic standing will now depend essentially on two 
things about your memory: fi rst how good it is for that sort of belief, 
second how well qualifi ed you are to assess it on that occasion. You 
must now assess how well your belief is likely to have been acquired 
and sustained. But your full competence for this second-order assess-
ment might be inferior to the competence that yields the belief itself 
on the fi rst order. First-order competence will often combine excellent 
perceptual acquisition with excellent mnemonic retention.

What then is the believer to do as time passes? Should confi dence 
dwindle in tandem with reduced qualifi cation to endorse? Consider 
the steady decay of the information required for endorsement. Despite 
such second-order weakening, the believer’s retentive memory can re-
main strong indeed. The retained belief is very probably true, given the 
perception that originally produced it and the memory that has kept 
it securely stored. That belief may thus constitute fi rst-order, animal 
knowledge of the highest quality. Quite often what decays over time is 
just the refl ective, second-order perspective.

Here is an example. At noon on a certain date you are mistreated as 
a child. You know extremely well that it is noon on that date. You store 
that belief for years, retaining it through excellent memory. In gen-
eral people would not remember so well. In general your own memory 
may not work so well. But it does in this case, on this sort of subject 
matter. That event stands out in your mind, and your memory of it is 
outstanding. The perception-plus-memory manifest in your continuing 
belief is of the highest quality. Compatibly with that, your second-order 
competence can decay. Just based on common sense, you may come to 
doubt your memory of that event. You may even learn that ostensible 
memory of such mistreatment is far less reliable than common sense 
had supposed. Human beings in general do not recollect as reliably as 
had been thought, especially not on such subject matter. By hypothesis, 
however, your memory is in this case extremely reliable.

That is one example of the phenomenon I wish to highlight. But we 
need not invoke abnormal powers. Another example might involve just 
normal human perception and memory. In combination these might 
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lead reliably to a correct present belief, even if the believer is now un-
able to detail how he acquired and retained his belief. He knows who 
directed a certain fi lm but cannot detail how he acquired that informa-
tion, nor how reliable his source may have been.

There can thus be a clash between the diachronic and the synchron-
ic, either of which can be excellent while the other is poor.
3. Our puzzle does not arise merely from a clash between externalist 
reliabilism and internalist evidentialism. The important clash is be-
tween two epistemic statuses that a belief can have:

First, there is the status a belief gains diachronically through the 
subject’s thinking and memory, no matter how internal such think-
ing and memory may be over time, nor how internal the subject’s 
initial data may have been.
Second, there is the status a belief gains synchronically through the 
support of reasons present to the thinker’s consciousness at that 
very moment.

The problem thus transcends two familiar divides: one between exter-
nalism and internalism; another between evidentialism and reliabi-
lism.

Such disparity between animal quality and refl ective quality would 
involve a divergence between 
fi rst, the high status a belief derives diachronically from a reten-
tion-involving fi rst-order competence, and
second, the lower status that same belief might have synchronical-
ly, due to the diminished epistemic quality of the believer’s second-
order competence, because it is less reliable or anyhow less produc-
tive of justifi cation. 

Earlier we considered examples of long-term memory. A similar ex-
ample involves arithmetical calculation. You may doubt your ability to 
perform a complex addition without fl aw (despite performing it fl aw-
lessly). Although initially you may have believed the result without a 
second thought, doubt sets in when you recall how unsure you are of 
your competence.

Suppose your refl ective capacity to endorse a given fi rst-order belief 
is thus diminished. What about your judgment itself, on the fi rst order? 
Here are questions on the fi rst order as you view a hand, or a fi re: Is 
this a hand? Is that a fi re? What attitude should you adopt on such 
questions within the privacy of your own thought, and what can you 
properly assert to others? Judgment, rather than suspension or inat-
tention, is required for conscious reasoning, and for proper assertion 
when speaking in your own person. 

Two issues thus arise concerning a pondered fi rst-order question. 
First, how if at all should it be answered? What attitude should you 
adopt from among the relevant three: judgment, denial, suspension? 
Second, how should you assess epistemically whatever attitude you do 
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adopt? For example, what determines the epistemic standing of your 
fi rst-order affi rmation/belief or denial/disbelief? Is it the quality of your 
total fi rst-order competence, including its diachronic components? Or is 
it rather the quality of your synchronic rationale, including the contri-
bution of your second-order competence to exploit what is synchronic-
ally available to it? These two ways of assessing a fi rst-order judgment 
might differ dramatically, since the two sets of factors can differ greatly 
in epistemic quality.

Again, it is not just the assessment of a fi rst-order judgment that 
may derive either from a fi rst-order animal competence or from a sec-
ond-order refl ective competence. There is also this question: Which 
perspective should have priority in determining how to judge on the 
fi rst order? Should you trust your excellent fi rst-order competence, or 
should you trump that competence once your belief is under scrutiny, 
with the inevitable bearing of the second-order perspective? Should you 
now decide whether to trump based on all the reasons presently avail-
able to you for conscious consideration?

Suppose we give priority to the reasons presently available. This 
in effect recognizes the bearing of a kind of refl ective knowledge, in-
volving a second-order judgment (or disposition to judge). This second-
order judgment itself depends for its standing on the quality of the 
competence that it manifests. Refl ective knowledge will thus enable 
your conscious reasoning, and sustain your place in the community as 
testimonial transmitter. Such refl ective knowledge is constituted by a 
judgment (or disposition to judge). Indeed it is regularly constituted 
by two such attitudes: one an endorsing judgment on the second order, 
and the other a judgment on the fi rst order—whether disposition or 
act. These attitudes often fi gure in our conscious reasoning, and in our 
sincere assertion when we inform others.

We have been considering this question: What should determine 
one’s act of judgment, and one’s disposition to so judge? Is it diachronic 
competence, even if its initial inputs have long receded, or is it rather 
the reasons synchronically available and operative? If we opt for the 
present-time-slice, we upgrade the second-order perspective. This is 
because synchronic reasons for stored beliefs are so often to be found 
within that perspective.5

5 Recall the examples wielded by internalists against reliabilist externalism, 
such as BonJour’s Norman, the clairvoyant-out-of-the blue, and Lehrer’s Truetemp, 
unaware of the thermometer embedded in his brain. In these cases too a belief derives 
with high reliability from some process or faculty relevantly beyond the subject’s 
awareness. Here again reliability clashes with rationality. But there is a signifi cant 
difference between those cases and our case of diachronic/synchronic clash. Our clash 
does not occur in remote, contrived examples. It is rather a familiar and pervasive 
feature of everyday cognition. Moreover, this diachronic/synchronic clash does not 
reveal a deep, unbridgeable chasm. On the contrary, consider the knowledge of 
the blindsighter, and our knowledge of simple math or logic. These cases plausibly 
suggest that rationality itself is to be explained at fundamental levels by appeal 
to relevant, reliable competence. Compare even a familiar bit of knowledge that 
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We have focused mainly on an important sort of belief that is not 
just a degree of confi dence above a certain threshold, nor just a stored 
state that subconsciously guides behavior, as when one conducts every-
day business on automatic pilot. Instead, the belief of interest to us is 
a judgment. It need not be an episodic conscious affi rmation. It might 
be the sort of judgment that one attributes to someone when one says 
“In his judgment, p.” This attribution can be correct even if the subject 
is not at that moment affi rming that p. A judgment can be constituted 
rather by a disposition to affi rm if sincere, to oneself or to others. This 
is a disposition to affi rm if under the infl uence of no conscious aim be-
yond answering the question correctly. Important synchronic reasons 
for or against such belief will often reside on the second order. What 
you can consciously affi rm depends on your synchronic rational basis. 
Endorsement of your stored beliefs may now turn on how well you can 
defend the quality of your acquisition-plus-storage.
4. Justifi ed judgment will thus involve your second-order competence 
to assess your fi rst-order competence. As memory dims on how you ini-
tially acquired your fi rst-order belief, you must increasingly rely on 
your epistemic self-trust. Suppose the fi rst-order belief to be put in 
doubt, either through overt disagreement, or through a challenge to 
your relevant competence. In responding you need to defend your com-
petence. You must now defend your belief from a second-order perspec-
tive on your relevant fi rst-order competence. After all, how properly 
you endorse that fi rst-order belief is determined by the reasons you 
may now have in view. A major portion if not the whole of this rationale 
will include whatever you can adduce in favor of your relevant fi rst-
order competences, and will reside on the second order.

you might have some morning: namely, that more than two seconds have elapsed 
since you awoke. You can have this knowledge even without having looked at any 
timepiece. Your belief is surely rational, moreover, even with no rational basis on the 
fi rst order. The corresponding seeming, the inclination to believe, is itself rational 
and justifi ed despite its lack of rational basis. What could possibly give it this status 
(an epistemic status withheld from a bigot when someone seems dumb to him based 
just on facial appearance; and withheld also from a gambler to whom it seems that 
7 or 11 will come up next).

What matters for human rationality is whether the relevant competence 
is a fundamental component of the human cognitive structure. And this reveals 
a further reason why human diachronic competence is epistemically important. 
Human diachronic competence differs importantly from the competences distinctive 
of Truetemp or of clairvoyant Norman. Human diachronic competence is after all 
a fundamental component of the human cognitive structure. For example, it can 
simply involve a familiar combination of basic perception with retentive memory. 
Yet it can clash with the rationale synchronically available to the subject at some 
later time. In order to proceed rationally, the subject must favor what is then, at 
that later time, available to his synchronic consciousness. The defense against 
diachronic reliability must in this way go beyond the defense against clairvoyant 
or Truetemp reliability. It must now appeal not only to what is fundamental to the 
human cognitive structure. It must also appeal to synchronic, conscious factors.
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A belief that is apt through diachronic competence falls short if it 
is not endorsable synchronically through the balance of available rea-
sons. In that case you cannot rely blindly on your stored belief and on 
the diachronic competence that sustains it. Often enough only refl ec-
tive knowledge can fully serve our needs as conscious reasoners and 
speakers.
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The gist of modal epistemology is expressed in the idea that you fail to 
know if you do believe truly but it is seriously possible for you to believe 
falsely. According to subjunctivism, this idea is captured by certain sub-
junctive conditionals. One formulation invokes a safety condition—“If S 
had believed P, then P would have been the case,” while the other invokes 
a sensitivity condition—“If P had been false, S would not have believed 
that P.” According to simple subjunctivism, such conditionals do not con-
trapose and Sosa derives important epistemological consequences which 
favor safety from this difference. However, simple subjunctivism is inad-
equate. I return to Goodman and his analysis of factuals and propose 
modal stability, which is restricted sensitivity or enhanced safety as a 
proper epistemic condition for the non-accidental connection between the 
basis for the belief and the relevant facts of the matter. The idea of modal 
stability combines robustness (benefi ts of safety) with responsiveness to 
facts (benefi ts of sensitivity) and recovers the original motivation for the 
relevant alternatives theory—when testing for claims of knowledge that p 
we ask what might be the case if not-p, but we ignore irrelevant possibili-
ties. Epistemic modal conditions should be expressed in terms of condi-
tionals of connection which contrapose within the limits of relevance.

Keywords: Modal epistemology, safety, sensitivity, Sosa, condition-
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1.
“Even if p had been false, you would have believed it anyway,” looks 
like a good reason for denying that one knows that p. Formulated in 

1 The fi rst (but very distant) version of this paper was presented at the June 2007 
Bled (Slovenia) philosophical conference “Epistemology.” An expanded version was 
presented at the November 2009 workshop “Intentionality” (Philosophy Department 
of the University Graz, Austria). I would like to thank the participants for their 
comments.
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positive terms, one could paraphrase a famous line from Shakespeare: 
belief counts as knowledge only if it “alters when it alteration (in facts) 
fi nds.”2 Belief (as opposed to, perhaps, love), if it is to be promoted to 
knowledge, should be fi nely dependent on facts. However, how fi ne is 
fi ne enough and what if one did not easily believe that p without be-
ing right? It is tempting to say that belief can still be a good candi-
date for knowledge, even if it does not always alter when it alteration 
fi nds. Only when it is seriously possible for you to falsely believe that 
p, do we have a good enough reason for denying your knowledge that p. 
Alternation within limits looks like a plausible reconciliation of these 
two intuitions. What counts as serious is usually specifi ed in terms of 
modal distance—how far is a certain possibility from the actual world. 
Modal distance maps the strength of the connection between one’s be-
lief that p and the fact p—if the possibility of believing falsely is close, 
then there is no connection, or a very unstable one. Within a space 
of nearby possibilities, modal connection requires that a belief should 
“alter when it alteration fi nds,” as for very distant possibilities, well, 
even love will shatter should your beloved one be transformed into a 
monstrous vermin. The old Platonic insight that knowledge is at least a 
non-accidentally true belief is then interpreted as the idea that knowl-
edge requires a modally stable connection between the belief and the 
relevant facts of the matter.

This picture is rough but familiar. Many versions of contemporary 
reliabilism impose modal conditions on knowledge, understood as a 
certain necessity, non-accidentality, or anti-luck condition. According 
to Unger (1968), S knows that P just in case it is “not at all accidental 
that S is right about its being the case that P.” It not being accidental 
that one is right about P amounts to there being something in one’s 
situation that guarantees, or makes it highly probable, that one were 
not wrong. Externalism in general is sometimes expressed in these 
terms: you can know something noninferentially, without reasoning 
from prior knowledge, so long as it is no accident or coincidence that 
you are right (Sosa 1997: 419). The notion of serious possibility comes 
from Goldman’s development of reliabilism with respect to perceptual 
knowledge (1976: 775). The position I develop in this paper is, in a 
certain sense, simply a generalization of Goldman’s (1986: 46): “A true 
belief fails to be knowledge if there are any relevant alternative situ-
ations in which the proposition p would be false, but the process used 
will cause S to believe p anyway.”

According to Zalabardo (2012: 4) “Reliabilism ...is the view that 
whether a true belief has the status of knowledge depends on how the 
natural order connects the state of affairs the belief consists in with 
the state of affairs whose obtaining determines the truth value of the 
belief—that is, S’s belief that p with p.” I agree with the centrality of 

2 Love is not love / Which alters when it alteration fi nds (Shakespeare, Sonnet 
116)
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connection—knowledge must be underwritten by some kind of stable 
modal connection. What is the profi le of this connection? First, what 
are the relata? The state of affairs or the fact that p is more or less 
uncontroversial, but the epistemic relatum is not a simple belief that 
p. Various proposals include: evidence for p; (conclusive) reason for the 
belief that p (Dretske 1971); experiential reasons for the belief (Sosa 
2004a); a basis for the belief (Sosa 2002); a belief based on a method 
which indicates that p; or simply a method of belief formation (Luper 
2012: 210). Relativisation is necessary for various reasons. Here is sim-
ple a case based on Luper (based on Nozick). I believe that Mary, my 
daughter, is well because I see her playing tennis, but if she weren’t 
I’d believe she was through wishful thinking. Suppose she just made a 
dangerous move, overstretching her arm, which might easily have led 
to a ruptured biceps. My true belief about her well-being is based on 
perception, but (in the case of her injury) I might easily believe false-
ly, by way of wishful thinking. Still, the possibility of my using a bad 
method does not discredit my perceptual knowledge of her well-being.

The possibility of applying a different method of belief formation 
suggests that non-accidentality might be understood as having mul-
tiple dimensions (cf. Yamada 2010).3 Bogardus (2012) presents a nice 
analogy with bridges—methods of acquiring knowledge are like bridg-
es to one’s destination. If Godzilla is rampaging through the area, even 
the world’s sturdiest bridge might be in danger. It may be false that, 
were one to take the bridge, one would arrive at one’s destination. Yet, 
if Godzilla has not yet hit the bridge, it remains as sturdy as you like. 
In one dimension it is no accident that you safely crossed the river us-
ing this bridge; in another dimension you were simply lucky. Various 
cases of accidental knowledge which are supposed to show that modal 
condition is not necessary for knowledge might in the end just show 
that the one-dimensional space of possible worlds (measuring the prox-
imity of a simple belief-fact mismatch) is just not pliable enough to map 
all of our epistemic intuitions.

I will avoid complications, however, and mainly work with the sim-
ple idea that knowledge must be underwritten by some kind of stable 
modal connection between the truth of the belief and the epistemic ba-
sis for the belief. The modal nature of the connection indicates that ac-
tual true belief is insuffi cient for knowledge; true belief in some range 
of counterfactual situations is also required. Which range? Two differ-
ent ways to characterize them have been extensively discussed. Here 
is Black (2011: 189):

First, to say that Smith’s belief is true simply as a matter of luck might 
be to say that there is nothing about Smith’s circumstances, in which his 
belief happens to be true, that ensures that he will believe that C—even if 
C had been false, Smith might nonetheless have believed that C. This way 
of giving expression to our anti-luck intuition corresponds to epistemologies 
known as sensitivity theories...

3 Engel (1992) already introduces different dimensions of epistemic luck.
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Next, to say that Smith’s belief is true simply as a matter of luck might be to 
say that there is nothing about that which led Smith to believe that C that 
ensures that C will be true—it might have been that Smith’s circumstances 
are just as they actually are, but that his belief that C is false. This way of 
giving expression to our anti-luck intuition corresponds to modal episte-
mologies known as safety theories...

Well, what is the difference? Lucky belief, only accidentally connected 
with facts of the matter, in terms of safety, is a belief held by Smith 
such that the basis for Smith’s belief that C does not ensure the truth 
of C. It is possible that Smith’s circumstances are just as they actually 
are, but that his belief that C is false. Not quite so. Smith’s circum-
stances are not exactly as they actually are; in this possible situation 
the facts about C must have changed for his belief to be false. Which 
is to say: if C had been false, Smith might nonetheless have believed 
that C on the same basis (in roughly the same circumstances). So his 
belief is not sensitive. This looks very much like a difference without a 
difference.

I do not deny that it is possible to understand the passages quoted 
in a way which does not minimize the difference. Still, I will argue that 
the two characterizations of one’s failure to know are just two perspec-
tives on a broken liaison: (i) Smith’s basis for his belief that C does not 
depend on the fact that C; (ii) Smith’s basis for his belief that C does 
not indicate the truth of C. A standard way to spell out the difference is 
to express the two conditions in terms of subjunctive conditionals. Ac-
cording to subjunctivism,4 a true belief rises to knowledge just in case 
certain subjunctives about the truth of that belief hold. A belief that p 
is safe iff
SAF S would believe that p only if p were true. (Alternatively: S would 

have believed that p only if p had been true.)
And a belief that p is sensitive iff
SEN If p were false then S would not believe that p. (Alternatively: If 

p had been false then S would not have believed that p.)
SEN is almost universally interpreted in accordance with the Lewis-
Stalnaker account of such conditionals: in the closest (sometimes the 
nearest) world in which p is false, S does not believe that p.5 I will 
call a combination of the SAF, SEN and standard possible worlds in-
terpretation of the subjunctives involved simple subjunctivism. Simple 
subjunctivism cannot be quite right—when p and q are both true, it 
is an artifact of these kind of semantics that “if p were the case, then 
q would be the case” is automatically true, since the actual world is 
more similar to itself than any other world (and q is true in the ac-
tual world). True beliefs will then automatically be safe—not what we 
want, no luck eliminated, so a different interpretation has to be used 

4 A term used by Fogelin (1994) and Vogel (2007).
5 Cf. Black (2011: 189), Alspector-Kelly (2011: 129); Vogel (2012: 122) as a sample 

list.
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for safety (true/true) conditionals. However, I think one should play the 
game of epistemic modal conditions consistently and with the same set 
of rules, motivated by the idea of modal connection. Although a good 
deal of thought has gone into the details concerning how the safety and 
sensitivity conditions should be interpreted, this point has not been 
appreciated suffi ciently.

Consider the notion of the closest possible world(s). What exactly 
counts as the closest is open to discussion, but some have taken close 
possible worlds to be nearby worlds (Rysiew 2006: 275). This may lead 
to confusion—the closest need not be nearby. The closest non-human 
inhabited planet might be in the Gliese 1 system, so far, far away, but 
still closer than, say the Gliese 876 star system. However, there are 
no nearby non-human inhabited planets: there are none in our Solar 
system and its vicinity, Alpha Centauri, for instance. When speaking 
about sensitivity in terms of simple subjunctivism, I will use the notion 
of close worlds (which need not be nearby), and I will reserve the notion 
of being nearby for those worlds which are “really” near (in roughly the 
way that Venus is near to Earth and Gliese 1 is not; the question of how 
to measure distances in modal space is a vexed one).

Let me now state the problem for sensitivity understood in terms of 
simple subjunctivism: in some cases the closest non-p possibility is not 
a serious option at all and in some cases the closest non-p possibility 
is not the only serious option. Radical skeptical scenarios belong to the 
fi rst type—we are told, for instance, to imagine the remote possibil-
ity that at this very moment we are a brain hooked up to a sophisti-
cated computer program that can perfectly simulate experiences of the 
outside world. Is this possibility nevertheless relevant for my actual 
knowledge that I am not a victim of a brain-in-a-vat illusion? I do not 
think so, although this is controversial. I will touch upon this again 
later.

Goldman (1983: 84) illustrates the second case with the following 
scenario:

Sam correctly believes that Judy is before him, but if it were Judy’s twin sis-
ter instead, he would mistake her for Judy. Then, as long as the twin sister’s 
being there is a serious possibility, Sam doesn’t know that Judy is before 
him. Suppose that what would be the case if Judy weren’t before Sam is that 
nobody would be there, and if nobody were there, Sam wouldn’t believe that 
Judy is there. Then Sam’s bid for knowledge survives Nozick’s condition (3), 
and nothing else in the analysis is able to defeat it.

Nozick’s condition (3) is just SEN. It is clear that more no-Judy possi-
bilities should be considered, not just the closest one and only. It might, 
after all, be merely a happy accident that Sam sees Judy—the connec-
tion between the basis of his belief and Judy’s presence is not stable. 
The profi le of modal connection is not adequately captured by the sen-
sitivity condition as stated by simple subjunctivism. Goldman objects 
that Nozick’s analysis does not make reference to serious possibilities; 
it talks about what would be the case if p weren’t true. It is not so 
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clear that conditionals expressing modal connection should be about 
the closest possibility only—sensitivity is a technical notion, after all. 
But I agree that an overly simplistic understanding of the subjunctives 
involved obscures the nature of modal connection. A more sophisticated 
semantics is usually offered,6 but then simple subjunctivism faces the 
problem that explanans, an adequate account of subjunctive condition-
als, might turn out to be more complicated than explanandum, the 
analysis of epistemic modal connection.

Let me try a different approach. I started with the intuition that a 
proper modal connection is a necessary condition for knowledge and 
this necessity was formulated in terms of a conditional of disconnec-
tion (let us ignore, for the time being, the problem of the epistemic 
relatum):
SEM Even if p were false, S would believe it anyway.
SEM is a semifactual denying that S knows that p. Goodman (1991: 
11) introduced the phrase ‘semifactual’ for a conditional with a false 
antecedent and true consequent in contrast to the ‘counterfactual’ in 
which both the antecedent and consequent are false. For Goodman, 
in practice, full counterfactuals affi rm while semifactuals deny that a 
certain connection obtains between antecedent and consequent. Liter-
ally, however, a semifactual and the corresponding counterfactual are 
not contradictories but contraries, and both may be false. SEM has the 
force of denying “if p had been false, you would not have believed it,” 
but it is actually stronger than required for a denial of SEN. Both Noz-
ick (1981: 199) and Dretske (1971: 9–10) were aware of the fact that a 
proper denial of SEN is:
 If p were false, then S might still believe that p. (Alternatively: 

If p had been false, then S might have believed that p.)
So,
D1 S might have believed that p, (even) if p were false.
is enough to deny knowledge. How about:
D2 p might be false, even though S were to believe that p?
I think that the denials are equivalent within the same range of nearby 
worlds. Let me use the following example as an analogy for an acci-
dental correlation (Wikipedia): “Since the 1950’s, both the atmospheric 
CO2 level and obesity levels have increased sharply.” But atmospheric 
CO2 does not cause obesity, rather, richer populations tend to eat more 
food and consume more energy. So we have:
D1’ Obesity might increase even though the level of atmospheric 

CO2 would not.
But also:

6 Nozick (1981: 680–681) avoids the trivial truth of factuals by adopting a rather 
complicated semantics for true-true conditionals.
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D2’ The level of atmospheric CO2 might not increase even though 
obesity would increase.

Both conditionals are true in the same possible situations, those in 
which obesity increases but the level of atmospheric CO2 does not. Still, 
the perspective is different: we tend to understand the fi rst conditional 
as stating that the level of obesity does not track (is independent of) the 
level of atmospheric CO2. We could understand the second conditional 
as stating that the level of atmospheric CO2 does not track (is inde-
pendent of) the level of obesity (just think of cows and methane they 
produce). However, given certain background assumptions about the 
direction of causation (from CO2 to obesity) it seems more plausible to 
suppose that D2’ states that the level of obesity is not a good indication 
of the level of atmospheric CO2.

In terms of epistemic conditions, D1 is offi cially a denial of 
“sensitivity”—our bases for beliefs do not track (are independent of) the 
relevant facts. D2 is a denial of “safety,” our bases for beliefs do not in-
dicate the relevant facts. According to one of Sosa’s formulations (Sosa 
2002), for a belief to be safe it must be based on a reliable indication. 
Or, to use the formulation of safety by Black, there is nothing about 
that which leads us to have reasons for the belief that p that ensures 
that p will be true. Still, the “truthmaker” for D1 and D2 is the same—
a (relevantly similar) possible situation in which one falsely believes 
that p. D1 (dependency) and D2 (indication) are two perspectives on 
a modal disconnection representing two aspects of a proper epistemic 
connection: stability and responsiveness to facts. Safety corresponds 
to stability and robustness—modal states that concern what could not 
easily have happened (cf. Williamson 2000: 123). The aspect of sensi-
tivity is the aspect of responsiveness to changes and dependency on 
facts—knowledge attribution depends on whether S’s belief that p (or, 
the cognitive processes responsible for the production of that belief) is 
responsive to whether p, whether S would believe that p even if some 
not-p alternative were in fact the case (Goldman 1976: 85). Both are 
conditions of reliability and they should extensionally co-vary—within 
reasonable limits!

Responsiveness to changes is often explained in terms of the sub-
ject’s possession of certain discriminative capacities (cf. Rysiew 2006). 
Let us therefore take an underwater camera as our analogy for a cogni-
tive, belief forming mechanism. There are two aspects of a good picture 
taking mechanism: (i) responsiveness to environment (making good 
and recognizable pictures in variable conditions); (ii) good housing, ro-
bustness, stability—the camera should not break easily. The fi rst re-
quirement corresponds to sensitivity and the second to safety. A cam-
era which easily breaks is unsafe and not a good camera and neither 
is a camera with poor sensitivity that produces blurred pictures. It is 
true that 11.000 m under the water the camera might become dys-
functional. It is also true that our belief forming mechanisms become 
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dysfunctional when subjected to radical skeptical scenarios. However, 
these are extreme conditions, as a camera that does not work 11.000 m 
under the water can still be a good underwater camera. Discrimination 
under not too-farfetched conditions makes for a solid camera, while 
discrimination within reasonable limits of relevant possibilities is good 
enough for knowledge (or better, necessary, as there might be other 
conditions for knowledge).

Note that the failure of stability (“unsafety”) and the failure of re-
sponsiveness (“insensitivity”) are usually explained in the same way. 
Consider the familiar Russell-Gettier case in which Mrs. Smith forms 
a true belief about what the time is (“It is 5 o’clock in the afternoon”) 
by looking at a stopped clock, one that just happens to be showing the 
right time. In the closest not-5-o’clock world Mrs. Smith would still 
believe it is 5-o’clock; her belief is not sensitive. Why? Because she is 
unable to discriminate the “5 o’clock in the afternoon—world” from the 
relevant but incompatible hypothesis. Also, Mrs. Smith could easily 
believe it is 5-o’clock even if the time were different; her belief is not 
safe. Why? Well, based on the evidence she has in these circumstances, 
Mrs. Smith is unable to discriminate between 5 o’clock and the relevant 
not-5 o’clock worlds. She is both easily prone to error and her belief is 
not responsive to facts because of her inability to tell apart the relevant 
alternatives.

In making these judgments, we should take into account those seri-
ously possible situations in which she falsely believes that p, but not 
those in which she fails to believe truly. Many have noticed that it is 
the modal proximity of a false belief that matters for the epistemic (dis)
connection, not the proximity of undetected truths. Sosa (2004b: 280) 
gives the following example:

If I see a large pelican alight on my garden lawn in plain view, I will know 
that there is a bird in my garden. And this is not affected by the fact that a 
small robin sits in the garden in its nest out of view. In such circumstances, 
there might very easily have been a bird in the garden without my believ-
ing it.

One might object that my belief that there is a bird is based on my 
pelican-experience, and there could not easily have been a bird in the 
garden without my believing it on this basis. How, exactly, should we 
individuate bases (reasons, methods)? This is a diffi cult problem that I 
will avoid; let me just say that the “pelican-experience” seems to be too 
fi ne-grained. Yet, there are many other cases. Luper (2012: 212) argues 
convincingly that we can know things based on reasons (methods) that 
miss instances (p is true but our method of knowing fails to indicate p), 
counter-instances (p is false but our method of knowing fails to indicate 
the falsity of p), or both. He gives the case of a gappy thermometer: if 
a person’s temperature is over 101°F, then the thermometer indicates 
a fever. People are feverish when their temperature is not over 101°F, 
but the thermometer will not indicate that such persons have fevers. 
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Suppose Frieda’s temperature is slightly over 101°F and the thermom-
eter indicates this fact. She might easily have 100.8°F degrees and be 
feverish without the thermometer indicating this. Still, using this ther-
mometer, we know she has a fever.

What counts as a denial of knowledge is the possibility of believ-
ing falsely, not the possibility of ignorance. We should avoid errors in 
similar cases as Williamson would say, but our potential failures to 
form beliefs do not discredit our claims of knowledge. This observa-
tion unites a theory of modal (dis)connection with its predecessor, the 
original relevant alternatives theory. If you know that p, then, in some 
sense, you “can’t be wrong” about p; there are no relevant possible situ-
ations in which you have the same basis for your belief, but p is false. 
Or, in other words, if it is seriously possible for S to falsely believe that 
p, then S fails to know that p.

Serious possibility is determined by modal distance, and it is hoped 
that modal distance captures relevance (modally far-away is irrel-
evant). Ideally, serious possibility, relevance and modal proximity 
should match. When in an anti-skeptical mood, philosophers tend to 
agree that irrelevant (radical skeptical) scenarios are far-away and not 
seriously possible, so they do not have an adverse impact on everyday 
knowledge. However, a theory of relevance is everybody’s problem. We 
might end up with a cheese like topology, a set of relevant possibilities 
that cannot be naturally seen as a “sphere” of nearby possible worlds 
but rather as a set of unconnected “islands” (Schaffer 2005: 125). Let’s 
hope that this is not the case and work with the usual, not entirely pre-
cise notion of relevance (for Goldman 2012: 69, for instance, a situation 
is relevant only if it is “realistic,” fairly likely to occur, or does occur in 
a nearby possible world).

3.
Simple subjunctivism is not an adequate formulation of epistemic mod-
al connection. We could avoid conditionals altogether and state modal 
conditions directly, by means of a possible-worlds heuristic.7 Or, we 
might try with a semantics that allows for a uniform treatment of mod-
al conditions and interpret epistemic modal conditions in terms of a 
special type of conditional. I am sympathetic to all of these approaches. 
Ideally, they should converge—I will try to rehabilitate a conditional of 
connection introduced by Goodman which allows for a uniform treat-
ment of factuals and counterfactuals and has truth-conditions which 
respect our epistemic modal intuitions when expressed in terms of pos-
sible worlds.

We ascribe a lack of knowledge that p to S when p is true and S 
believes that p on a basis b, but continues to believe that p (on this 
basis) in one of the seriously possible non-p worlds. In this case a semi-

7 This is proposed by Greco (2012: 194), who refers to Hawthorne.
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factual, a conditional of disconnection, is true: “Even if p were false, 
S might still believe that p on basis b”. For Goodman, in practice, full 
counterfactuals affi rm while semifactuals deny that a certain connec-
tion obtains between antecedent and consequent. However, the same 
connection can be expressed in terms of a factual. Goodman considers 
the case when we say of a piece of butter that was eaten yesterday and 
that had never been heated: “If that piece of butter had been heated to 
150°F, it would have melted.” He then remarks (Goodman 1991: 10):

The problem of counterfactuals is equally a problem of factual condition-
als, for any counterfactual can be transposed into a conditional with a true 
antecedent and consequent; e.g., “Since that butter did not melt, it wasn’t 
heated to 150°F.” That “since” occurs in the contrapositive shows that what 
is in question is a certain kind of connection between the two component 
sentences; …

This may or may not be the proper approach to analyzing counterfactu-
als in natural language, but it certainly looks like a good starting point 
for analyzing conditionals of connection. “Since X, Y” captures Sosa’s 
idea of safety, “Not easily X without Y.” In the same way as not-melting 
of the butter indicates its not-being heated, modal connection requires 
that the existence of S’s reasons (evidence, basis) for the belief that p 
—the way an object appears to S, for example—is a reliable indicator 
of the truth of p. For Sosa an agent S counts as knowing p only if S 
believes p by way of a safe “indication,” where indications are deliv-
erances of epistemic sources such as perception, memory, inference, 
etc. (Sosa 1999: 149 and Sosa 2002). Occasionally, he uses a different 
formulation: a belief that p is basis-relative safe, if and only if it has a 
basis that it would (likely) have only if true. The idea, however, is the 
same: the basis for p indicates the truth of p, or, in terms of a condi-
tional: “Since S believes that p on basis b, it is true that p.” Dretske’s 
(1971) notion of a conclusive reason R (S knows that P on the basis of 
R) could also be understood as “since R is the case, so is P.”

Not-melting of the butter does not cause its not-being heated, and 
reasons do not cause facts, so I will understand Goodman’s “since” con-
ditionals neutrally as expressing a connection without direction. They 
can be used causally. McCall (1983) uses “since” and “because” inter-
changeably to indicate a connection between the antecedent and conse-
quent and analyses a factual: “Since the butter was heated it melted,” 
which we naturally read as stating that the antecedent causes the con-
sequent. Let “A > B” stand for the conditional such that the proposition 
or state of affairs expressed by A bears a “connection” of a logical or no-
mological nature to that expressed by B. When A and B are both true, 
there are two conditionals of connection—a factual: “Since A, B,” and 
a corresponding contraposing counterfactual: “If B were not the case, 
then A would not be the case.” They are extensionally equivalent ac-
cording to Goodman and McCall. Epistemic conditionals connect a ba-
sis for a belief that p (‘Bbp’ is a proposition stating that S believes that 
p on a basis b) with the fact that p and I will understand ‘Since Bbp, 
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p’ as an indication (Bbp indicates p) and ‘If p were not the case, then 
Bbp would not be the case’ as dependency (Bbp depends on p). The fi rst 
conditional expresses the aspect of safety, and the second the aspect of 
sensitivity—but these are, following Goodman, just two aspects of one 
connection, which is to say that indication conditionals and dependency 
conditionals validly contrapose.

This is not a standard view, however. So, let us examine more close-
ly the rationale against contraposition. I will examine Sosa’s argument 
against contraposition in a special section. Suppose we understand 
safety in terms of simple subjunctivism as “If S were to believe p, p 
would be true,” or “BS p > p” and sensitivity as its contrapose: “¬p > 
¬BS p.” Let us also adopt a slightly modifi ed, Nozickian version of Stal-
naker/Lewis semantics for true/true subjunctives, so that “If S were 
to believe p, p would be true” is true if and only if p is true at all close 
worlds at which S believes p (not just the actual one). These condition-
als do not contrapose (Williamson 2000: 149):

BS p > p can be true and ¬p > ¬BS  p false if p is true at every close world but 
S believes p at the closest (but not close) world at which p is false. Equally, 
¬p > ¬BS  p can be true and BS p > p false if S believes p at some close but not 
closest worlds at which p is false.

Is this really decisive? S actually truly believes that p, but the closest 
world where S believes falsely is not nearby, so S’s belief is safe but not 
sensitive? True, this constitutes a problem for simple subjunctivism—
but we saw above how to reply: sensitivity has to be restricted and the 
closest worlds which are not nearby will then be irrelevant. This objec-
tion then loses its bite. Note also that Williamson ascribes to Nozick 
different semantical criteria for factuals (safety) and counterfactuals 
(sensitivity). Counterfactuals are interpreted according to standard 
Lewis semantics—“¬p > ¬BS  p” is true at a possible world w if and only 
if either ¬p is true at no possible world (the vacuous case) or, for at least 
one possible world x, ¬p is true at x and ¬BS  p is true at every possible 
world at least as close in the relevant respects as x is to w. Setting aside 
various qualifi cations (the possibility that there might be worlds that 
get closer and closer to the actual world without limit), we can say that 
this condition is true if and only if, in the closest non-p worlds, S does 
not believe that p. So we use close (nearby in my terminology) worlds 
for safety and the closest one(s) for sensitivity. But why the different 
standards?8 

Sensitive but not safe? S actually truly believes that p and there 
is a world nearby where S believes falsely, but this is not the closest 
world in the set of nearby worlds (at the closest world where p is false 
S does not believe that p). Goldman’s twins are an example—Sam cor-

8 To be fair, Williamson (2000: 152) considers the option of interpreting sensitivity 
“¬p > ¬BS p” as requiring the truth of its consequent at all contextually relevant 
worlds at which the antecedent is true. This view makes “BS p > p” and “¬p > ¬BS 
p” equivalent in any given context and is similar to the position defended in this 
paper.
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rectly believes that Judy is before him, but if it were Judy’s twin sister 
instead, he would mistake her for Judy. The possibility of Judy’s twin 
sister is nearby but it is not realized in the closest world. But is it not in 
this situation just a happy coincidence that Sam sees Judy? To repeat 
the moral—for a connection to be stable, it has to hold within a set of 
nearby worlds, not just the closest one(s). It would be unwise to permit 
the dependency conditional “¬p > ¬BS  p” to be true given that there is a 
world nearby where S believes falsely that p. In that case the connec-
tion is unstable; it might be only a happy accident that the closest not-p 
world is a world where it is not the case that S believes that p rather 
than a world where S believes that p.

I will adopt McCall’s proposal (1983) to model the idea of modal 
connection (as before, ‘Bbp’ is a proposition stating that S believes that 
p on a basis b). According to McCall, a counterfactual “not-p > not-Bbp” 
would be true iff some not-p & not-Bbp is closer to the actual world than 
any not-p & Bbp world. The key to the notion of connection lies in the 
requirement that not-p & Bbp worlds must in all cases lie outside the 
set of not-p & not-Bbp worlds, p & Bbp worlds and possibly also p & not-
Bbp worlds centered around the actual world (McCall 1983: 312). The 
last requirement does not hold in the case of epistemic connections—
possibilities where one fails to believe truly do not refute knowledge 
claims. However, when p and Bbp are both true the idea of a connection 
requires that for a factual Bbp > p to be true, some not-Bbp and not-p 
world must be closer to the actual world than any not-p & Bbp world. 
Given these semantics, factuals and counterfactuals of connection are 
extensionally equivalent within a set of nearby worlds. 

To see this, suppose that the actual world is a “p & Bbp” world, that 
a counterfactual “not-p > not-Bbp” is true but a factual “Bbp > p” is false. 
In this case some nearby not p-world is a Bbp-world. Consequently, it 
might be only a happy accident that the closest not-Bbp world x is a not-
p world: there is a world which is both near to this world x and to the 
actual world where not-Bbp & p. Next, suppose that the actual world is 
a “p & Bbp” world, that a factual “Bbp > p” is true, but a counterfactual 
“not-p > not-Bbp” is false. According to McCall (1983: 314), it would 
seem unwise to permit a factual “Bbp > p” to be true given that the clos-
est not-p worlds (nearby) were Bbp worlds, for in that case it might also 
be only a happy accident that the actual world was Bbp & p rather than 
a Bbp & not-p world. And if the closest not-p worlds are not nearby then 
we can exclude them on the grounds of irrelevance.

McCall develops a branched possible world model structure to de-
velop a semantics which corresponds with Goodman’s view—in cases 
where there exists a connection between the antecedent and the con-
sequent, contraposition holds. His model presupposes indeterminism 
and the details might be problematic, but I think that the general idea 
holds water. I am inclined to accept what Cogburn and Roland (2013: 
10) call a “Linguists’ Version of Lewis’s Semantics for Counterfactuals” 
for conditionals of connection:



 D. Šuster, Knowledge and Conditionals of (Dis)connection 279

A conditional of the form, “if it were the case that p, it would be the case 
that q,” is true in context C and world w just in case either (i) there is no p-
world or (ii) if there is a p-world, then all (C, w)-relevantly similar p-worlds 
are q-worlds.

According to this condition indication conditionals (“safety”) and de-
pendency conditionals (“sensitivity”) contrapose within the context C 
(which we take to be the set of relevant worlds).9 By way of example, 
let us examine a paradigmatic case of failure of contraposition for coun-
terfactuals given by Nute in the reference book on conditionals (Nute 
1984: 394–395, his numbering):
24.  If it were to rain heavily at noon, the farmer would not irrigate 

his fi eld at noon.
25.  If the farmer were to irrigate his fi eld at noon, it would not rain 

heavily at noon.
I assume that the contrapose (25) is supposed to be “obviously” false 
because we tend to read (25) as if the farmer’s actions brought about or 
made it the case that it did not rain heavily, which is absurd. However, 
what if this suggestion is removed and we simply concentrate on a con-
nection without any particular direction? For instance:
25’ If the farmer were to have irrigated his fi eld at noon, it would 

not be the case that it has rained heavily at noon.
Or even better, to use one of Sosa’s formulations of safety conditionals 
(2004a: 40): 
25’’ It would not be so that the farmer irrigated his fi eld at noon 

without it being so that it had not rained heavily at noon.
This sounds awkward, but it seems to me that (25’’) now really follows 
from (24). Someone might truly say in the evening:
 Since the farmer irrigated his fi eld at noon, it was not the case 

that it had rained heavily at noon.
We may conjecture that in the case of a “connection” (understood very 
broadly) between the antecedent and the consequent, subjunctive con-
ditionals contrapose.

4.
The modal camp in general accepts the idea that if you believed that 
p even if p might (seriously) not be the case, then you fail to know 
that p. However, principles of safety and sensitivity are supposed to be 
two inequivalent ways to express our modal intuition regarding how 
our beliefs in genuine cases of knowledge should be connected with 
facts not just in the actual world, but also in a relevant range of pos-
sible worlds. Wrongly so, as I think that a proper modal connection 

9 The idea of equivalence within limits, but on different grounds, is defended by 
Ichikawa (2011: 311), Leplin (2009: 154), Luper (2012: 221–22) and Yamada (2010: 
78).
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requires reliability throughout a space of relevant counterfactual situ-
ations which encompasses both aspects. This position has been hinted 
at approvingly—Pritchard (2008: 453) says that a rendering of safety 
and sensitivity in which they are extensionally equivalent would be “a 
fascinating development.” On the other side such a proposal was criti-
cized (Greco 2012) but never fully developed.

Safety is a later arrival on the scene, developed as a criticism and 
improvement on sensitivity. I will address some of the criticism, but 
note, I have to address arguments for a distinction of the two condi-
tions and the superiority of safety, not the arguments against modal 
conditions in general (very often both conditions are in the same boat, 
e.g. with respect to the problems of closure). A typical argument has 
already been addressed—the alleged cases of sensitive but unsafe be-
liefs which intuitively do not count as knowledge. Sam truly believes 
that Judy is before him, but if it were her twin sister Trudy instead, 
he would mistake her for Judy. The closest possible world where his 
belief is false is a world where nobody stands before him (his belief is 
sensitive), but the possibility of Trudy being there is nearby (his belief 
is unsafe). The reply should be obvious by now: why consider just the 
closest (one and only) possible world as your interpretation of sensitiv-
ity? You have to consider more non-p worlds (not just the closest one), 
but not those which are irrelevant. Is this still sensitivity (properly un-
derstood) at all? Well, “what’s in a name?” Pritchard calls the proposed 
modal condition super-safety, while Greco calls it restricted sensitivity; 
I have used the name modal stability (Šuster 2013). Never mind the 
name—considerations about relevance, non-accidentality of a proper 
modal connection and the equal treatment of conditionals involved 
motivate the extensional equivalence of safety enhanced by sensitiv-
ity within a set of nearby worlds and sensitivity restricted to a set of 
nearby worlds.

One of the main arguments for the difference between the two condi-
tions has been the argument from contraposition, mainly developed by 
Sosa. Basically, safety and sensitivity expressed in terms of subjunctive 
conditionals are contrapositives, but since subjunctive conditionals do 
not contrapose, the conditions are different. Although long a proponent 
of safety, Sosa now thinks that though more adequate than the sen-
sitivity requirement, this requirement of safety is still inadequate, as 
knowledge requires aptness: for a true belief to be knowledge it must be 
apt—accurate because it is adroit and grounded in a broader intellec-
tual virtue or ability (Sosa 2007: 98). Safety still fi gures in his account of 
knowledge (e.g. an exercise of a competence is safe relative to its normal 
conditions if it would not easily have issued a false belief if exercised in 
those conditions) and some have argued that this condition is equiva-
lent to basis-relative safety (Fernandez 2010: 44). However, I agree with 
Comesana (2013) that modal conditions are no longer central to Sosa’s 
epistemology. Nevertheless, Sosa has done a great deal to develop the 
safety condition in its ability to give a better account of anti-skeptical 
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knowledge than other modal conditions. There are also other proponents 
of safety and I think that the issue is still interesting by itself, so in the 
rest of the paper I will be concerned with Sosa-as-a-safety-advocate and 
his formulation of the argument from contraposition.

Here is Sosa’s reasoning in a nutshell: (i) sensitivity and safety ex-
pressed in terms of subjunctives (he calls them ‘strong’ conditionals) are 
inequivalent contrapositives; (ii) safety is more plausible than sensitiv-
ity; (iii) the plausibility of the sensitivity requirements derives from the 
corresponding safety requirements so easily confused with them through 
the failure to appreciate that strong conditionals do not contrapose. Sosa 
gives various reasons why safety is more defensible than sensitivity as a 
requirement for knowledge (inductive knowledge, knowledge of necessi-
ties, refl ective knowledge, Sosa 1999: 145–146). However, superiority is 
most striking in a Moorean response to radical skepticism.

Consider a typical skeptical scenario—in the closest brain-in-a-vat 
world (which is, we assume, far, far away) humans do not believe that 
they are envatted brains. This belief is insensitive but it remains safe, 
however, as I would not easily believe I was not a brain-in-a-vat without 
it being the case that I was not a brain-in-a-vat. There are no nearby 
worlds where humans are envatted brains. If sensitivity is required for 
knowledge then we do not know we are not radically deceived; If safety is 
required for knowledge, then we know that we are not radically deceived. 
This is the corner-stone of a (neo)-Moorean response to radical skepti-
cism as defended by Sosa (repeatedly provided in a number of places, 
even in the book where safety is superseded by aptness, Sosa 2007: 27):

A1. S’s true belief that she is not radically deceived is safe but insensitive.
A2. When expressed in terms of subjunctive conditionals, safety is a contra-
positive of sensitivity.
A3. Subjunctive conditionals do not contrapose.
A4. S can know that she is not radically deceived.
A5. Safety is a necessary condition for knowledge, but sensitivity is not.
A6. We easily confuse safety with sensitivity or at least think they are 
equivalent, because it is easy to assume that subjunctive conditionals con-
trapose. 
A7. S’s belief that that she is not radically deceived only appears not to be 
knowledge because it is insensitive, which explains the attraction of skepti-
cism.

If sensitivity is restricted to a set of (relevant) nearby worlds and radi-
cal deception worlds count as irrelevant, the difference with respect to 
radical skepticism vanishes. Still, there is something attractive about 
this argument, and A3 and A6 have to be addressed from the perspec-
tive of conditionals of (dis)connection.

Subjunctive conditionals are commonly understood as counterfactu-
als (corner conditionals ‘A > B’, box-arrow conditionals ‘A □→ B’—‘If it 
had been so that A, then it would have been so that B’). Sosa is some-
how idiosyncratic. He speaks about subjunctive conditionals, the arrow 
conditionals and strong conditionals: 
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My rough-and-ready conception of a (strong) conditional is this: sentence that 
expressively conditions something x on something y, either as a necessary or 
as a suffi cient condition. If a sentence expresses <p> as suffi cient for <q>, then 
its contrapositive is the same except only for negating each of ‘p’ and ‘q’ and 
inverting their positions (Sosa 2004b: 279).

Sosa avoids the counterfactual reading (of the type “If the subject had be-
lieved that p, then it would have been so that p”) and uses an arrow condi-
tional ‘p → q’, a defi nition of which can be extracted from various places:

…’x → y’ is short for ‘It would be so that x only if it were so that y’. This is 
to be distinguished from ‘If it had been so that x, then it would have been so 
that y’, which has unfortunate implicatures or worse (Sosa 2004a: 40).

‘r → p’…, (in an inequivalent but closely related alternative reading) as “Not 
easily would it be so that r without it being so that p.” (Sosa 2004a: 54).

And there are also more idiomatic variants, such as: <p> would be false only 
if <B(p)> were false (Sosa 2004b: 279).

It would not be so that p unless it were so that q (Sosa 2004b: 322, footnote 7).

Here ‘p → q’ will be short for ‘it would not be so that p without it being so 
that q’; or we might stipulate that in our usage it amounts to ‘that p sub-
junctively implies that q’; the idea is that its being so that p offers some 
guarantee, even if not an absolute guarantee, that it is also the case that 
q. The guarantee is as weak as that offered by the truth of “If I should next 
release this pencil (held aloft and unsupported, etc., in an actual speech 
context), then it would fall”(Sosa 2002: footnote 4, 284).

As a matter of fact, though perhaps not as a matter of strict necessity, not 
easily would p be the case without it being the case that q (Sosa 1999: 142).

One could roughly characterize Sosa’s conditionals as expressing a 
connection without direction. All the formulations avoid the sugges-
tion (common in the case of counterfactuals) that the antecedent of the 
conditional makes it the case, brings about, contributes causally to … 
, the occurrence of the consequent. I take this to be the “unfortunate 
implicatures” of the “If it had been so that p, then it would have been so 
that q” formulation feared by Sosa. When saying “I would believe that 
p on basis b only if p,” we want to avoid the suggestion that the truth 
of (the basis for) our belief somehow makes it the case, brings about, 
contributes causally to … , the fact that p. Modally stable connection 
is perhaps best expressed in terms of a negative formulation: “It would 
not be so that S believes that p on basis b without it being so that p,” 
and I have proposed a paraphrase: “Since S believes that p on basis b, 
it is true that p.”

Consider next Sosa’s typical formulation of a difference between 
safety and sensitivity:

S’s belief that p is safe iff it would not be true that S believes p without it 
being true that p, whereas it is sensitive iff it would not be true that not-p 
without it being true that S does not believe p. (More idiomatically a belief is 
safe iff it would be true if held, and sensitive iff it would not be held if false.) 
These being contrapositives, they are easily confused, or at least thought 
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equivalent; but contraposition is invalid for such conditionals (Sosa 2004b: 
276).

It is taken more or less for granted that subjunctive conditionals do not 
contrapose, but why, exactly? Here are some stock counter-examples 
from the literature:

“If Boris had gone to the party, Olga would still have gone. So if Olga had 
not gone, Boris would still not have gone.” Suppose that Boris wanted to go, 
but stayed away solely in order to avoid Olga, so the conclusion is false; but 
Olga would have gone all the more willingly if Boris had been there, so the 
premise is true (Lewis 1973: 35). 

The following story is the background for a counterexample to the argument 
form of contraposition or transposition (if A then B; therefore if not-B then 
not-A.): My dog is a mutt. His paternity is in some doubt, but even if his 
father were a purebred dog, my dog would still be a mutt since his mother 
was one. Now consider the contrapositive of the conditional claim made in 
this remark: if my dog were a purebred, his father would be a mutt. (I as-
sume that mutt and purebred are contra dictory properties, as applied to 
dogs.) This conditional is not only false, but impossible, and so cannot be 
a consequence of the true con ditional claim made in the story (Stalnaker 
1987: 124).

It can be true that A > C and ¬A > C: if I were to snap my fi ngers, the truck 
would go on rolling; if I were not to snap my fi ngers, the truck would go on 
rolling—yet if Contraposition were valid, this would entail both ¬C > ¬A and 
¬C > A, which is contradictory. It might be true that (even) if the British and 
Israelis had not attacked the Suez Canal in 1956, the Soviets would (still) 
have invaded Hungary later in the year, without its being true that if the 
Soviets had not invaded Hungary when they did it must have been the case 
that the British and Israelis had earlier attacked Suez (Bennett 2003: 172).
If water now fl owed from your kitchen faucet, for example, it would then be 
false that water so fl owed while your main house valve was closed. But the 
contrapositive of his true conditional is false (Sosa 2007: 25).

The list could be extended, but there is a common feature that all the 
counter-examples have in common—they have premises which we hear 
as containing a tacit ‘even’ or ‘still.’ Let us check the examples listed. 
Lewis’ conditional “If Boris had gone to the party, Olga would still have 
gone,” was redescribed as an even if by Hunter (1993: 285): 

It seems to me (1) that the premise is equivalent to an ‘even if’; (2) that the 
premise (which suggests that Boris’ presence would have been something 
of a deterrent to Olga) does not fi t the situation described (that Olga would 
have gone all the more willingly if Boris had been there); and (3) that the 
‘still’ in the conclusion is in the wrong place for a strict contrapositive.

Here are Stalnaker’s remarks about his own example:
One might reject the counterexample on the grounds that the conditional 
contraposed is an “even if” conditional—a semifactual which should receive 
an analysis different from the one given to ordinary counterfactual condi-
tionals (Stalnaker 1987: 124).

Bennett’s conditionals are clear cases of even ifs. How about Sosa’s 
housework problems? Contraposition would yield the absurd:
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If water fl owed from your kitchen faucet while your main house valve was 
closed, it would then be false that water now fl owed from your kitchen fau-
cet.

The structure of this conditional is not entirely perspicuous. An anal-
ogy with an old joke might help.

A pious man is praying to God to help him in his fi nancial troubles and 
make him a winner of a fair lottery. Year after year he prays for the win 
and then he dies, disappointedly, without ever winning the lottery. He com-
plains bitterly to God and receives a reply: “But why did you not buy a 
ticket, you miserable man!”

Here is the structure:
Even if S had won the lottery, it would still be false that S won while not 
buying a ticket (even God cannot make S a winner in that case!).

And the structure of Sosa’s example is the same: “Even if R, it would 
still not be the case that R without Q”:

Even if water now fl owed from your kitchen faucet, it would still be false 
that water so fl owed while your main house valve was closed.

Many took the failure of contraposition for subjunctives as an estab-
lished fact, but there were always opposing voices. According to Hunter 
(1993), contraposition is not valid for “even ifs” but “even ifs” differ from 
ordinary “ifs.” Goodman interpreted even-ifs as semifactuals which 
deny that a certain connection obtains between the antecedent and the 
consequent. Chisholm (1946: 298) suggested paraphrasing semifactu-
als before analyzing them. “Even if you were to sleep all morning, you 
would be tired” is to be read as a denial of the counterfactual connec-
tion: “It is false that if you were to sleep all morning, you would not be 
tired.” Semifactuals admit ‘even’ in the antecedent and ‘still’ in the con-
sequent and, according to the mainstream view, assert (or imply) their 
consequents. For Pollock (1976), the subjunctive “Even if A, C” is true 
only if C is true. However, not all “even ifs” seem to have a true con-
sequent. Suppose I win in a game of chess and we afterwards analyze 
a pawn c5 variation. “If I had sacrifi ced the bishop (in this variation), 
I would have lost,” I say, truly. But then I realize: “Even if I had not 
sacrifi ced the bishop, I would still have lost (in that variation).” Luckily 
for me, I did not choose the pawn c5 variation and won the game. Both 
conditionals seem to be true but they have a false consequent. Perhaps 
it is better to say that “P even if Q” implies Q no matter which of the 
relevant P-alternatives occurs, as suggested by Sanford (Sanford 1989: 
216). In our case—no matter what I do with my bishop, there was no 
connection between the moves of my bishop and my winning the game 
(in that c5 variation). In the case we are ultimately interested in—no 
matter what I do would make any difference to whether I know that the 
skeptical hypothesis is false, so even if I were to be radically deceived, 
I would still believe I was not.

There is a faint glimmer of hope for a consensus on the semantic 
classifi cation of even ifs. The fi eld has been dominated by unifi ers who 
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opt for a uniform treatment of all subjunctive conditionals (Stalnaker-
Lewis style), but there have always been dissenting voices arguing that 
“even ifs” belong to a special class with different properties. The view 
that “P even if Q” implies Q (no matter what) is not quite accurate, but 
it is nevertheless closely related to failures of contraposition. In the 
cases where “P > Q” is true, but “not-Q > not-P” is not, the probability 
of the consequent ‘Q’ is close to 1 (Adams 1998, 143) or, in different 
terms (Lowe 1995: 51), the negation of Q is contextually impossible. 
“If it rains tomorrow there will not be a terrifi c cloud burst,” does not 
contrapose to “if there is a terrifi c cloudburst tomorrow it will not rain,” 
because, in this context, apparently, a terrifi c cloudburst tomorrow is 
not a salient possibility and “Even if it rains tomorrow, there will still 
not be a terrifi c cloudburst” looks appropriate. This is an indicative, but 
most theoreticians would agree that inferences involving counterfac-
tual conditionals conform to many of the same laws as those involving 
indicatives.

We could also include “even ifs” in a broader category. Davis (1983) 
introduced a distinction between weak conditionals and strong condi-
tionals, arguing that any good conditional containing ‘then’ between 
its antecedent and its consequent remains good if ‘then’ is dropped; 
however, the converse does not hold, because some good conditionals 
lacking ‘then’ turn bad when ‘then’ is inserted into them (Lycan 2006: 
19). Here is Lycan’s example: (i) If you open the refrigerator, it will not 
explode; (ii) If you open the refrigerator, then it will not explode. The 
weak (i) would normally be used merely to reassure the hearer that 
there is nothing about opening the refrigerator that is connected with 
an explosion (“do not worry, even if you open it, …”) but the strong (ii) 
suggests that opening the refrigerator would keep it from exploding, 
perhaps because the refrigerator has been rigged to explode unless its 
door is opened in time. According to Lycan, weak conditionals are like 
semifactuals in that they readily take ‘even’ and they do not contra-
pose, but they do not so clearly assert their consequents. Furthermore, 
he adds that he knows of no purported counterexample to a contraposi-
tion that does not have such a weak conditional or a semifactual as a 
premise (Lycan 2006: 35)!

I will avoid a detailed analysis of the interactions between “even”, 
“if,” “still” and “then.” I will speak in general about weak conditionals 
(‘even ifs’) and robust (connection) conditionals. The latter contrapose 
validly, while the non-contraposing, weak conditionals contain the 
structure: “(Even) if …, (still) …” which signals a lack of connection.

5.
Let us return to matters epistemic. “Even if p were false, S would still 
believe that p on basis b,”10 is a non-contraposing weak conditional 

10 A weaker “Even if p were false, S might still believe that p on basis b,” 
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which expresses a lack of epistemic connection. Yet we expect robust 
conditionals, conditionals of connection, to contrapose within the limits 
of relevance. “Sensitive” beliefs (within limits) have their “safe” coun-
terparts (with sensitivity extended to all nearby worlds), but one should 
also be able to infer dependency from indication: “Since S believes that 
p on basis b, it is true that p,” therefore “If p were not the case, then 
S would not believe that p on basis b.” Normally this is the case: if a 
reliable thermometer indicates my having a fever, then, if I were not 
feverish, the thermometer would not indicate fever and I would not 
form this belief. Now, take the critical case of S’s true belief that she is 
not radically deceived. According to Sosa, this belief is safe but insen-
sitive, but we easily confuse safety with sensitivity because it is easy 
to assume that subjunctive conditionals contrapose. “Even if she were 
radically deceived, she would still believe that she is not,” seems to be 
true. Still, S’s actually true belief indicates that she is not radically 
deceived: “Since S believes that she is not radically deceived, she is not 
radically deceived,” does not look like a non-contraposing “even if.” So, 
dependency is violated but indication is not and Sosa’s diagnosis looks 
appropriate.

I think, however, that the proper diagnosis depends on (dis)con-
nections between the basis for the belief and the relevant facts of the 
matter. One could read “Since S believes that she is not radically de-
ceived, she is not radically deceived,” as a weak and non-contraposing 
conditional, on the model of even-ifs, where “P even if Q” implies “Q no 
matter what.” If S is not radically deceived “no matter what,” the prob-
ability of the consequent is close to 1, or, the realization of a skeptical 
scenario is contextually impossible or a remote possibility that does not 
count. Contraposition is then really invalid and dependency (sensitiv-
ity) fails, since it is not the case that if S were radically deceived, she 
would believe so. However, one could also read “Since S believes that 
she is not radically deceived, she is not radically deceived” as a robust 
conditional of connection and in this case its contrapose: “If she were 
radically deceived, she would not believe that she is not,” is also true. 
Let me explain these two options.

Alspector-Kelly (2011: 129–130) introduces an instructive distinc-
tion between “near-safety” and “far-safety.” If there are no nearby 
worlds in which a proposition believed is false, then the belief is, ac-
cording to Alspector-Kelly, automatically safe: it is not easily wrong 
simply because the proposition believed is not easily false. Such a belief 
is “far-safe,” with far-safe beliefs to believe is to know, no matter why 
you believe it. In a certain sense, the structure of modal space, the 
location of the actual world within the set of possible worlds, does “all 
the work.” Sosa sometimes speaks that way: “The possibility of radical 

when ‘might’ is restricted to the space of serious possibilities is enough to deny a 
connection but the stronger formulation is more common in discussions about the 
lack of knowledge and skepticism.
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deception is so outlandish that one’s belief to the contrary would tend 
to be correct” (Sosa 2010: 79). And “In the actual world, and for quite 
a distance away from the actual world, up to quite remote possible 
worlds, our belief that we are not radically deceived matches the fact 
as to whether we are or are not radically deceived” (Sosa 1999: 147).

On this reading S’s true belief that she is not radically deceived is 
really safe and insensitive, but satisfying standards that low should 
not really count in S’s epistemic credit. True, not easily would one false-
ly believe that one is not radically deceived without that actually being 
the case. Yet, one would also not easily believe almost anything with-
out it being the case that one is not radically deceived! No wonder that 
friends of sensitivity protest—this “knowledge” looks vacuous; S knows 
that p without being able to rule out any not-p worlds (Heller 1999: 
207; Dretske 2005: 22–23). The appeal to modal remoteness does not 
explain my knowledge that I am not radically deceived, it only analyzes 
it according to Becker (2007: 162, fn 24). Discrimination or the abil-
ity to tell apart would provide an explanation, but on this terrain the 
skeptic apparently wins—if I have no evidence that tells me I am not 
radically deceived, how can I know it? The conditional “Since S believes 
that she is not radically deceived, she is not radically deceived” is true 
but far-safety does not succeed in establishing the connection which 
explains the falsity of its contrapose, the insensitivity of this belief.

According to Alspector-Kelly (2011: 130) the knowledge of far-safe 
propositions in general and of the negation of the skeptical hypoth-
esis (“I am not radically deceived”) in particular “imposes no condi-
tions on the agent or her environment whatsoever (beyond, of course, 
those facts which ensure that the proposition’s negation is remote).” If 
there are worlds in which a proposition that p is false, which lie within 
the boundary of nearby worlds, then safety requires that the agent not 
believe that p in any such world. When this requirement is realized, 
some feature of the way things actually are with the agent and/or her 
environment rules out the existence of such worlds. These beliefs are 
“near-safe.” However, does it really follow that “... if the negation of the 
putatively known proposition is far, mere belief is enough, whereas if it 
is near, much more is required”? I do not think so. If modal distance is a 
function of the actual facts, if it is, e.g. because of the actual molecular 
structure of glass that it is fragile, then the actual facts about the cog-
nizer and her environment sometimes ground epistemic connections, 
even if the negation of the putatively known proposition is far away.

Far-safety is safety on (a)steroids, safety gone wild, which estab-
lishes a connection between A and B on the basis of the following for-
mula: “Not easily A without B because not easily not-B at all.” This 
looks like a spurious connection, close to disconnection, expressed as 
“even if A, still not-B.” However, there are types of genuine connections 
even when not-B is (in a certain contextual sense) out of the question: 
“Not easily A without B and not easily not B, but A is connected with 
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B.” Take, for example, a connection between cooling a glass of water 
and its freezing at zero degrees Celsius. The freezing point of water 
depends on pressure, but the connection is stable; the freezing tem-
perature of water would change by less than a degree if you increase 
the pressure by a factor of 100. Not an easy task; you would not easily 
cool the glass of water so that it froze at one degree Celsius, because 
you could not easily produce conditions which would realize this higher 
freezing point. Yet, if you change the environment radically (increase 
the pressure enormously), the connection is gone.

This, of course, invokes an externalistic perspective on epistemic 
connections. Remoteness of skeptical scenarios is established on the ba-
sis of actual categorical properties on the assumption that we are safely 
“placed” in a normal world and our beliefs meet appropriate external 
conditions. In a hostile environment, normal connections break down, 
but that is only to be expected. Consider, for example, externalism with 
regard to mental content. In order to have beliefs, it is necessary to be 
related to the environment in the right way. Given the radically dif-
ferent environment in skeptical scenarios, we would likely have access 
to few if any of the contents we actually have, and the connection is 
gone. However, it is then true, after all, that if I were a brain in a vat I 
would not believe I was not one. I would lack the conceptual resources 
required in order to believe anything about brains or vats (Sainsbury 
1997: 918–919). The connection is externalistically grounded, so indica-
tion (safety) now contraposes dependency (sensitivity)!

Friends of safety and friends of sensitivity alike make this exter-
nalistic assumption when explaining the possibility of ordinary knowl-
edge (and they face the same charge of begging the question against 
the skeptic). However, this externalistic move can be extended to our 
knowledge that we are not radically deceived. Epistemologists typi-
cally invoke a difference in the method of belief acquisition in order to 
make skeptical scenarios irrelevant. For Pritchard (2005: 156), safety 
requires that the agent’s belief be true in the actual world and in a wide 
class of nearby possible worlds in which the relevant initial conditions 
are the same as in the actual world— “and this will mean, in the basic 
case, that the agent at the very least forms the same belief in the same 
way as in the actual world.” Since, by defi nition, the brain in the vat is 
not using the same method as the agent in the good case, the skepti-
cal scenario is irrelevant (far-away). Of course, this move can be and 
has been mimicked by a friend of sensitivity. The modal condition that 
the belief in question, along with its truth, be replicated in relevantly 
similar possible worlds—worlds where the belief’s basis or its method 
of formation remain present, does not distinguish safety from sensitiv-
ity. Black (2002) employs the fact that Nozickian sensitivity must take 
explicit account of the methods of arriving at belief. The only worlds 
that are relevant to whether or not I know that p are those in which my 
belief is produced by the method that actually produces it. Skeptical 
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scenarios are supposed to be realized in possible worlds in which my 
belief is produced by different methods, so they are irrelevant.

More can be added to this external core; the belief that we are il-
lusion-free is rationally coherent within our overall view (Sosa 1999: 
147). To use Sosa’s well-known distinction, the “animal” externalistic 
perspective can be enhanced by refl ective knowledge. Ampliative infer-
ences like induction and inference to the best explanation provide a 
refl ective basis for a belief in the denial of skeptical hypothesis, and if 
plausibility is an acceptable standard then we are justifi ed in rejecting 
skeptical scenarios (Leplin 2009: 141). 

If skeptical scenarios are irrelevant and the basis for our belief that 
we are not radically deceived is appropriately connected with the facts 
of the matter then indication: “Since S believes that she is not radically 
deceived, she is not radically deceived,” is a robust conditional of con-
nection. In this case its contrapose, dependency: “If she were radically 
deceived, she would not believe that she is not,” is also true, within 
the limits of relevance. There are various strategies to implement his 
result. The simplest option is to interpret the irrelevance of skeptical 
scenarios as (perhaps contextual) impossibility and adopt the Lewisian 
strategy of interpreting counterfactuals with impossible antecedents 
as trivially true (on the model of “If pigs had wings …”). Recall (Cog-
burn and Roland 2013: 10):

A conditional of the form, “if it were the case that p, it would be the case 
that q,” is true in context C and world w just in case either (i) there is no p-
world or (ii) if there is a p-world, then all (C, w)-relevantly similar p-worlds 
are q-worlds.

In the case of “If she were radically deceived, she would not believe 
that she is not,” the condition (i) is fulfi lled. Two other options were 
also mentioned—a radically deceived person would not believe that she 
is not because she would lack the conceptual resources to form beliefs 
(Sainsbury 1997), or because her belief that she is not would be produced 
by methods other than actual, perceptual ones (Black 2002: 157).

6.
According to Sosa, we fi nd the position of the skeptic plausible because 
we confuse the sensitivity condition, which is incorrect, with the safety 
condition, which is correct, and we invalidly contrapose the latter and 
confuse it with the former. I have argued that the issue is more compli-
cated, as robust conditionals do contrapose; it is weak conditionals that 
do not. “Since S believes that she is not radically deceived, she is not 
radically deceived” is ambiguous between the weak reading (not radi-
cally deceived no matter what) and the robust—connection—reading. 
Its contrapose, “Even if she were radically deceived, she would still be-
lieve that she is not,” is true, given the disconnection reading, but false 
given the connection reading. Indication based on connection is exten-
sionally equivalent to dependency (within the limits of relevance).
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Does the insensitivity of one’s belief that one is not radically de-
ceived explain the attraction of skepticism? Insensitivity refl ects our 
intuitions about our inability to know the denial of a skeptical hypoth-
esis, but it does not really explain it. McGinn poses a legitimate ques-
tion when he asks what facts about the believer and her relation to 
the world make it true that if it weren’t the case that p she would not 
believe that p. He offers a capacity to tell the difference between true 
propositions and false ones within some given class of propositions as 
an explanation (“global reliability,” McGinn 1999: 17). On the face of it, 
dependency (sensitivity) more readily meets this explanatory require-
ment because we usually relate the agent’s responsiveness to changes 
to her capacity to discriminate. However, the same relation holds be-
tween robustness of the basis for the agent’s belief (safety) and her abil-
ity to tell apart. If S is unable to discriminate between relevant alterna-
tives then her true belief that p is not responsive to the falsity of p (it 
is not sensitive). Suppose that the falsity of p is a serious possibility: in 
this case her true belief that p might easily be false (it is unsafe). 

The critical question is always: when you actually believe that p 
on basis b, is it seriously possible for p to be false, but you continue to 
believe that p on the same basis? If so, then the connection is fragile 
and in this case even if not p, you might still believe that p. Yet “even 
if” is silent about the sources of disconnection. A reliabilist has a ready 
reply—one’s (un)reliability grounds the connection and the capacity to 
discriminate is the mark of reliability (Goldman 1976). In this spirit 
Sosa (2000: 42) agrees with Lehrer that the real source of skepticism is 
precisely the indescernibility condition:

If there is no discernible difference between that evidence I have for believ-
ing p if p were true and the evidence I would have for believing p if the 
denial of p were true, then I do not know that p on the evidence I have for 
believing that p (Lehrer 2000: 35).

The skeptic wants us to consider remote worlds in which the skeptical 
hypotheses are true and the evidence we have there is not reliable to 
conclude that it is not reliable in the actual world. However, of course, 
we have no means of distinguishing being in that condition from not 
being in that condition. This is the source of our oscillation between 
the connection and the disconnection interpretation of our belief that 
we are not radically deceived and the relevant facts of the matter. In 
the actual world, things being what they are, evidence is reliable, even 
if, in other worlds and other situations, it would not be. On the other 
hand, it seems that nothing we could do would make any difference to 
whether we know that the skeptical hypothesis is false, and that if it 
isn’t false. Connection seems to be purely a function of our standards 
of remoteness, not of our justifi cation. We are back to far-safety and its 
explanatory defi ciencies.

I think that considerations about the explanatory lacunae of modal 
epistemology led Sosa to a new requirement of aptness. Necessary true 
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propositions are the most striking examples of far-safety—there are no 
worlds in which such a proposition is false. Take a simple case of two 
mistakes in a mathematical proof that cancel each other out, resulting 
in the correct conclusion C (Miščević 2007: 49). Suppose that mistakes 
are extremely hard to detect, so that the thinker, call her Jane, is justi-
fi ed in trusting her calculation. Jane’s true belief in C is safe (neces-
sarily true, so there are no worlds where she believes falsely) but still 
lucky, so not knowledge. Miščević proposes that with respect to apriori 
(“armchair”) propositions we focus on the truth value of the belief that 
is formed in nearby possible worlds on the same basis as in the actual 
world, even when the resulting belief is not of the same proposition. 
Had Jane’s ways of thinking been slightly different, she would not have 
managed to arrive at the same true belief as in the actual world, she 
might have ended up with believing the negation of the target proposi-
tion. The agent’s belief is true in the actual world, but her cognitive 
structure and/or functioning might have differed in a minimal way 
from the actual one, and her beliefs would be false. However, once we 
see that characterization of luck should have a strong agent-concerning 
component, “we understand that exclusive focus upon modal instabil-
ity of truth(s) is unwarranted even in the a posteriori cases” (Miščević 
2007: 64).

The very idea of modal (or anti-luck) epistemology is now threat-
ened. The requirement of cognitive stability of the cognizer (Miščević 
2007: 67) corresponds to aptness. Sosa earlier (1999: 146) objected that 
sensitivity cannot deal with the problem of necessary truths (one can-
not make the supposition that they are false). He now recognizes that 
safety faces the same problem, given that belief of any necessary truth 
is automatically safe. Aptness, the manifestation of epistemic compe-
tence, is now required to account for the divide between beliefs in nec-
essary truths which are knowledge and those which are not (Sosa 2011: 
85). According to Sosa, aptness may perhaps suffi ce with no need of 
safety as a separate condition at all. One may wonder, however, wheth-
er with the decline of safety the Moorean anti-skeptical strategy is still 
an option.

In any case, modal epistemology in general is endangered. I do not 
have much to say about these objections in this paper, as I still believe 
that the main insight of modal epistemology will remain: if it is seri-
ously possible for S to falsely believe that p, then S fails to know that 
p. So let me summarize: the idea that what is distinctive about knowl-
edge is captured by certain conditionals should be explained in terms of 
conditionals of (dis)connection and not in terms of simple subjunctives. 
The epistemic modal connection between one’s basis for believing and 
the truth of one’s belief should be stable (it should hold throughout 
the space of nearby worlds) and responsive to changes—those which 
are relevant. The fact that the epistemic connection breaks down in an 
unfriendly environment is the lesson from externalism. Safety (stabil-
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ity) and sensitivity (responsiveness) are then two extensionally equiva-
lent aspects of one modal relation (within a restricted space of possible 
worlds) or one modal connection viewed from two perspectives.

Once we drop the requirements of sensitivity unlimited (we ignore 
far-away worlds) and sensitivity unique (we do not consider just the 
closest, one and only world), safety is no longer superior but equiva-
lent to sensitivity. Sosa often remarks that the requirements of safety 
and sensitivity are very similar and easily confused. It now seems that 
they go together through the good times (the heydays of modal epis-
temology) and the bad times (decline raised by problems of explana-
tion) alike. What if appearances are not misleading? To amalgamate 
Groucho Marx and David Lewis, one could equate them with a sotto 
voce proviso: Safety may look like Sensitivity and talk like Sensitivity, 
but don’t let that fool you—it really is Sensitivity! Psst!—within limits 
(which are diffi cult to specify).
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Ernest Sosa has made and continues to make major contributions to 
a wide variety of topics in epistemology. In this paper I discuss some 
of his core ideas about the nature of knowledge and scepticism. I start 
with a discussion of the safety account of knowledge—a view he has 
championed and further developed over the years. I continue with some 
questions concerning the role of the concept of an epistemic virtue for 
our understanding of knowledge. Safety and virtue hang very closely 
together for Sosa. All this easily leads to some thoughts on epistemic 
scepticism and on Sosa’s stance on this.

1. Safety
It is 0.05 am on January 1, 2001. Jack just fi nished his fi rst letter ever 
to his old friend Jill. Jack knows the time and date and comes to believe 
that it took him until the 21st Century to fi nish his fi rst letter to Jill. 
There seems no reason to doubt that Jack knows this. Does it matter 
that Jack is confused about when the 21st Century begins? He thinks it 
began on January 1, 2000. If that would speak against his knowledge 
claim, then at least for some time at the beginning of the 21st Century 
many people, perhaps the majority, did not know that they were in the 
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21st Century. This seems false. We want to grant all those people this 
kind of knowledge even if they’re confused about a particular year in 
the past.

However, the calendaric confusion matters with respect to some-
thing else. Jack’s belief that he fi nished his fi rst letter to Jill in the 21st 
Century could have been easily false. Not much would have had to be 
different for his belief to be false: He would just have had to fi nish the 
letter 6 minutes earlier. He would still have believed that he fi nished 
the letter in the 21st Century but that belief would have been false. 
Jack’s belief is thus not “safe”, as this is called these days. Knowledge, 
according to some and especially to Sosa, requires a safe true belief. S’s 
belief that p is safe just in case 

(S) S believes that p ⇒ p (with “⇒” for the subjunctive conditional; cf., e.g., 
Sosa 1999, Williamson 2000).

Safety theorists are, of course, realistic enough to restrict the subjunc-
tive conditional to close possible worlds, and not to include all possible 
worlds. We do not have to deal with further details of the account or 
with additional clauses here.

The example above suggests that safety is not necessary for knowl-
edge: Jack’s belief constitutes knowledge but is not safe. This is an 
interesting result, given that many epistemologists nowadays adhere 
to the view that knowledge requires safety.1 But couldn’t the safety 
theorist say something in reply?

They could point out that Jack’s belief is not safe but also deny that 
Jack’s belief constitutes knowledge. One reason could be that his true 
belief was based on a false assumption. However, if we add a no-false-
belief condition for knowledge (cf., e.g., Clark 1963), then we’re exclud-
ing many clear cases of knowledge. Someone who knows that they are 
living in the year 2888 by deducing it from the false belief that the 
millennium started on January 1, 2000 would thus come out as not 
knowing that they live in the 29th Century. This seems false. It will 
also not help much to try to argue that Jack’s justifi ed true belief is 
gettierized. This would seem ad hoc and, at least, in need of support by 
further arguments.

A more promising route might be to accept that Jack has knowledge 
and to deny that Jack’s belief is unsafe and rather to affi rm it is safe 
because a world in which he fi nished the letter 6 minutes earlier is not 
close enough to actuality to matter. But why is it not close enough? Not 
simply because that would save the safety account. If there is a fact of 
the matter which determines whether a possible world is close to the 
actual world, then our alternative world would rather come out as very 
close. Or so it seems. If there is no such fact of the matter, then all the 
worse for the safety account. Calling a possible world “close” to the 

1 Baumann forthcoming discusses all this in detail. Cf. also Neta/ Rohrbaugh 
2004: 399–400, Roush 2005: 118–126, Comesaña 2005: 397, Goldberg 2015, sec. 1 
and Sosa 2003: 159.
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actual world would simply be arbitrary. Nobody has so far shown that 
there is a non-arbitrary closeness metric for possible worlds (cf. Lewis, 
a, b). Whether there is such a metric or not, in both cases the safety 
theorist cannot get what he wants.

Should one, perhaps, say that Jack’s belief is safe but just not safely 
safe (cf. Sainsbury 1997; Williamson 2000: 123–130)? Have I mistaken 
the lack of second-order safety for the lack of fi rst-order safety? Rough-
ly speaking, a belief is safe but not safely safe just in case it could not 
have been easily been false, given conditions C, but conditions C could 
easily not have been met. The problem with this view is that there does 
not seem to be a way to determine such unique conditions C. Depending 
on which conditions we choose, we get different answers to the question 
whether a belief was safe. Jack’s belief was safe, given that he was in 
the year 2001 when he fi nished the letter but it was not safely safe be-
cause he could have easily been in the year 2000. However, Jack’s belief 
would come out as unsafe, given that he wrote the letter at some point 
during the winter 2000/2001. Nothing seems to determine one right 
description or choice of condition C.

If we do not have a plausible closeness metric for possible worlds, 
then the safety account hangs in the air because judgments about close-
ness of possible worlds are arbitrary. But even if we have a non-arbi-
trary ordering of possible worlds according to closeness to the actual 
world, we do get results in cases like Jack’s which speak against the 
safety view. One should therefore conclude that safety is not necessary 
for knowledge.

Sosa has recently proposed to relativize safety to the “basis” of the 
belief (cf. 2004: 322, fn.3 and 2007: 25–28): “A belief that p is basis-
relative safe, then, if and only if it has a basis that it would (likely) have 
only if true” (2007: 26). However, it is hard to see how this could help 
the safety theorist in our counter-example above. Why should one say 
that the basis of Jack’s belief would be different had he fi nished his let-
ter just a couple of minutes ago? Certainly, to say that the basis would 
be different because then his belief would be false would trivialize the 
safety account. As long as no account is given of the criteria for the 
identity of a basis in general and how this helps against our counter-
example (as well as against similar examples), the doubts about the 
safety account remain.

2. Closure
There are more problems for the safety account. One has to do with a 
violation of closure:

(C) If S knows that p and also knows that (p → q), then S knows that q.
More conditions would have to be added but this rough, basic form of 
a closure principle should be suffi cient for our purposes here. Take the 
following version of Kripke’s red barn objection against Nozick’s sensi-
tivity account of knowledge (cf. also Goldman’s dachshund example in 
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1983: 84). Mary is in fake barn county; only red barns are exempt—they 
are never fake. Mary is aware that red barns are never fake but she is 
not aware that she is in fake barn county. She fi nds herself in front of 
a red barn and comes to believe and know that there is a red barn in 
front of her. Her belief is safe. She can infer from it that there is a barn 
in front of her. However, since her belief that there is a barn in front 
of her is not safe (it could have easily been wrong in fake barn county), 
the safety theorist would have to deny that she knows there is a barn 
in front of her. This, however, is not plausible. Apart from that, (C) 
would thus be violated (cf. Kvanvig 2004: 209).2 Sosa (2004: 292–294) 
concedes that there is a problem and proposes to relativize safety to a 
basis (see above). Again, it is hard to see how this could help the safety 
theorist. What is the difference as to the basis? It cannot be the truth 
of Mary’s belief that there is a red barn nor that her belief constitutes 
knowledge—because that would trivialize the safety account. As long 
as no more promising version of the safety account is available we have 
good reason to remain sceptical.

3. Probabilistic Safety
Perhaps one should express the intuition behind the safety account not 
in modal but in probabilistic terms (cf. for a similar move for the sen-
sitivity account Roush 2005). Here is the rough idea: Knowledge that 
p requires a true belief that p which also meets the following condition 
(with “P (p/ Bp)” referring to the conditional probability of p, given the 
subject’s belief that p):

(S*) P (p/ Bp) > some suitable value m
or, alternatively,

(S**) P (not-p and Bp) = some low value m << P (p and Bp).
Kvart (2006) has proposed such an account for the case of perceptual 
and memorial knowledge. The basic, rough idea is that 

(K) P (p/ Bp) >> P (p) (cf. Kvart 2006: 7).
And the value of the left hand side has to be high (10). Kvart has much 
more to say about this but we can leave it at this basic level here.

Unfortunately, there seem to be insuperable problems with such an 
account, too. First, it does not work for beliefs in necessary truths. P 
(p/ Bp) is always maximal (= 1), in such cases and the belief that p has 
nothing to do with P (p): P (p/ Bp) = P (p). Hence, (S*) or (S**) do not 
seem to add anything relevant and interesting to the true belief condi-
tion for knowledge in cases of necessary truths. Kvart’s condition (K) 

2 Pritchard (2005: 167–168) objects that one has to consider a wider range of 
possible worlds here which would make Mary’s belief that there is a red barn unsafe. 
However, this move seems ad hoc. One should also add that if Kripke’s example is 
a problem for sensitivity accounts, then it is also one for safety accounts. It is often 
assumed that it is only a problem for sensitivity accounts.
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would be false in such cases—as he himself recognizes—because P (p/ 
Bp) = P (p).

But even if we restrict the above probabilistic conditions to empirical 
knowledge of contingent propositions (as Kvart explicitly does), prob-
lems remain. Couldn’t the probability that Bill is in the 21st Century, 
given that he believes it be high (=1 or close to 1) just because he spends 
all (or almost all) of his life in that century? If the identity of a human 
being (like Bill) is determined by the identity of the parents’ sperm and 
egg and if there was no way Bill’s parents could have saved the sperm 
and egg for a different century, then the probability that Bill could have 
lived in a different century equals or approximates 0. Again, it seems 
that neither (S*) nor (S**) can do any work additional to the true belief 
condition for knowledge: P (p/ Bp) = P (p). And again, Kvart’s condition 
(K) turns out to be false. It is not clear how one could further restrict 
(S*), (S**), (K) or any other principle of that kind in order to deliver the 
right results. Apart from all that, the probabilistic version of the safety 
account would have problems with the closure principle, too, as a proba-
bilistic version of the red barn objection shows (I spare the reader the 
repetition in this case; but see some ideas in Roush 2005: 41–47).

4. Virtues
Perhaps we should then move the focus away from modal or probabi-
listic safety to virtues? Is knowledge true belief which results from the 
exercise of an epistemic virtue, as Sosa has been arguing for quite some 
time? Sosa (2007: 42) proposes the following defi nition of knowledge: 
Knowledge is justifi ed true belief which is also apt (that is, the result 
of the exercise of an epistemic virtue). One could call this “the JTAB 
account of knowledge” (cf. also Sosa 1988: 174–184; 1991a: 138–145; 
1991b; 1991c; 1992: 85–89; 1994: 29–33; 1997: 419–420; 2007: ch. 2).3

A being has a virtue only if there is the possibility of falling short 
of the virtue or of the exercise of the virtue. This implies that no being 
which cannot but behave in a certain way can be virtuous (or not virtu-
ous) with respect to that kind of behaviour. A being which simply can-
not help but perceive their immediate environment realistically and 
correctly would not count as epistemically virtuous (nor as epistemi-
cally defi cient or “vicious”). To the degree that human perception under 
normal conditions is very much like that we would not have percep-
tual knowledge. This, however, seems false. This objection is still a 
relatively “inexpensive” shot against the safety account. But there are 
more serious worries.

There are cases where it seems rather clear that the subject has 
knowledge even though no virtue was exercised. This would also make 

3 Credit for a performance has two dimensions: the ability and the effort. We may 
praise someone for their performance because of the great ability that was exercised 
even if little effort went into it but we may also praise someone for the remarkable 
effort in the use of more restricted abilities.
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the idea doubtful that the exercise of a virtue is necessary for knowl-
edge. Suppose Joe is thinking hard about some diffi cult mathematical 
problem. Suddenly he can “see” the solution. He didn’t exercise special 
mathematical abilities; rather, the solution “just came to him”, a bit 
like in Kekulé’s case when—according to some accounts—he suddenly 
“saw” the structure of the benzene molecule in a dream or dream-like 
state. Joe thus comes to know the conclusion—without the exercise of 
an epistemic virtue. Sure, very often there are epistemic virtues in the 
background in such cases, like in Kekulé’s case. But even then, the 
epistemic virtues were not exercised (though somehow causally effec-
tive). In Joe’s case we can even assume that the relevant epistemic 
abilities or virtues weren’t even present in the background. But there 
still seems to be knowledge (though probably failing the standards of 
professional mathematicians’ knowledge) even without (an exercise of) 
epistemic virtue. Basic perceptual knowledge might be another case. 
Furthermore, if Joe forgets everything again after fi ve minutes and 
never ever manages to reconstruct the solution despite repeated se-
rious attempts, we would be even more inclined to deny that he had 
the epistemic virtue but we wouldn’t deny that he knew the solution 
even if only for a short while. Knowledge can be short-lived but the 
corresponding virtue would be a more stable disposition. There are no 
virtues on one occasion only.4

What about the suffi ciency of apt justifi ed true belief for knowledge? 
Here is a counter-example. Sue is an expert on Rembrandt. Nobody 
comes close to her ability of telling whether something is a true Rem-
brandt or rather an imitation produced by a member of his school. Re-
cently, two paintings have been discovered: one an original Rembrandt 
and the other one an astonishing copy by a pupil. All the other leading 
experts had been asked and failed to tell which is which. Sue however 
uses her very special abilities and, after some time, comes up with the 
correct answer. She has a justifi ed, true and apt belief which quali-
fi es as knowledge. What, however, if we add the following aspect to 
our example: Unbeknownst to her, some jokester at the museum has 
used the latest high tech tools to produce reproductions of the same 
Rembrandt painting and put them next to the real one and the copy by 
the pupil. Nobody, not even Sue, can distinguish between the original 
and its high tech reproduction (if unmarked as such). Suppose these 
reproductions are next to the two paintings Sue has been examining. 
Easily, she could have been, by accident, presented with a high tech 
reproduction. It seems that under such circumstances she doesn’t know 
that the painting in front of her is an authentic Rembrandt. But it also 
seems plausible to say that her belief is justifi ed, true, and apt: Hasn’t 
she used her extraordinary epistemic virtues to arrive at a justifi ed 

4 In all these cases, Joe was lucky in some respect and his knowledge was “lucky” 
knowledge in that respect. (The idea that some knowledge can be lucky in a certain 
sense might seem quite unorthodox; whether it is and in what way, should be 
investigated further—but not here).
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true belief? But then justifi ed, true and apt belief is not suffi cient for 
knowledge.

One might object that even though Sue has some remarkable 
epistemic abilities she does not have the “right” or “relevant” ones here: 
abilities which would enable her to tell a Rembrandt from a high tech 
reproduction. But what, one would want to ask back, counts as the 
“right” or “relevant” abilities here? Does the subject need those abili-
ties which lead her to the truth in a non-accidental way? If that is the 
answer, then it comes with a prize: It is not clear anymore whether 
reference to epistemic virtues does the work it was supposed to do in 
the fi rst place, namely to explain the non-accidentality of a given true 
belief. The accidentality problem would remain even given the exercise 
of some virtue. More would have to be said here if one wanted to defend 
a virtue theory of knowledge.

Sosa (2007: 96, fn. 1) holds that in fake barn cases (structurally sim-
ilar to the Rembrandt case above) only refl ective knowledge is missing 
but not animal knowledge (cf. for this distinction: Sosa 1988: 182–184; 
1991b: 240; 1994: 29–30; 1997: 422, 427; 2004: 290–292; 2007: ch. 2 
Sosa 2009a: ch. 7). Refl ective knowledge that p is justifi ed true and 
apt (second-order) belief that one’s true and justifi ed fi rst-order belief 
that p is apt.5 One can apply this kind of response easily to the counter-
example above. However, I don’t fi nd this very plausible: It seems very 
plausible to say that Sue also lacks “animal” knowledge that it is a real 
Rembrandt, too.

Perhaps one might want to reply that the conditions for the exer-
cise of the epistemic virtue were not the right ones in Sue’s case. Sosa 
(2007: 33) introduces condition C:

For any correct belief that p, the correctness of that belief is attributable 
to a competence only if it derives from the exercise of that competence in 
appropriate conditions for its exercise, and that exercise in those conditions 
would not then too easily have issued a false belief.

Perhaps the circumstances were not appropriate in Sue’s case. But why 
should we say that? Is it because she could have easily been wrong? But 
then the notion of safety rather than the notion of an epistemic virtue 
is doing the crucial bit of the work here. And we would be back with the 
problems for the safety view mentioned above. We also should not say 
that circumstances for the exercise are only appropriate if the subject 
gains knowledge under those circumstances. Given that we are trying 
to understand the nature of knowledge, this move would, again, trivial-
ize the virtue account.

5 Sosa (2007: 32) also characterizes refl ective knowledge that p as second-order 
animal knowledge: animal knowledge that one has animal knowledge that p. So, 
refl ective knowledge that p is based on animal knowledge of the second order. This 
might seem a bit odd, if only because it is not clear whether second-order attitudes 
could be “animal” ones at all.
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5. Virtuous Scepticism
Do epistemic virtues help against scepticism? Here is an argument to the 
effect that one traditional form of scepticism only arises for the more vir-
tuous or refl ective. Take the template of Cartesian sceptical arguments 
(with “o” for an ordinary proposition and “s” for a sceptical proposition):

(1) S doesn’t know that not-s
(2) If S doesn’t know that not-s, then S doesn’t know that o
(3) Hence, S doesn’t know that o.

(2) is based on the assumption that
(4) S knows that (o → not-s).

If S knows that o, then S also knows—given closure (C) and (4)—that 
not-s. In other words, given closure and (4), if follows that

(2) If S doesn’t know that not-s, then S doesn’t know that o
Let us take a closer look at (4) and take a popular example. George 
knows that if he has hands, then he is not merely (and thus falsely) 
dreaming that he has hands. Now, knowledge requires understanding 
the known proposition. Whoever does not know that merely dreaming 
that p involves the false belief that p does not understand what merely 
dreaming is and thus does not understand that if they have hands, 
then they are not merely dreaming that they have hands. Therefore, 
they do not qualify as knowing (or even believing) that proposition. 
Hence, if it is true that

(5) George knows that if he has hands then he is not merely dream-
ing he has hands

then it is also true that 
(6) George knows that if he has hands then he does not falsely be-
lieve he has hands when he really has no hands.

This is an interesting result. It shows that the Cartesian sceptical ar-
gument only works under the assumption that the subject has second-
order concepts and second-order beliefs and can form beliefs about 
their own beliefs. In other words, at least the traditional Cartesian 
scepticism presupposes refl ectivity. A being which is restricted to fi rst-
order beliefs—to animal beliefs—is, ironically, not threatened by this 
kind of Cartesian scepticism. A lack of ability can save one from (some 
forms of) scepticism. Refl ectivity, however, can "destroy" knowledge. 
Less would be more and more less.

Sosa (2007: ch. 2) argues that dream scepticism only threatens 
the possibility of refl ective knowledge but not the possibility of ani-
mal knowledge. There is a weaker and a stronger interpretation of this 
claim. The stronger claim says that only those who do not refl ect upon 
their epistemic states can retain their animal knowledge. The weak-
er claim says that in addition those subjects who do refl ect on their 
epistemic state can retain their animal knowledge, too, and only “lose” 
their refl ective knowledge. There is something to be said in favour of 
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the stronger claim: If one’s claims to refl ective knowledge are threat-
ened by dream scepticism, then this seems to give the subject a good 
reason to become sceptical with respect to her fi rst-order belief, too. 
Animal knowledge would collapse together with refl ective knowledge.

6. Dreams, Beliefs and Scepticism
But is the assumption that we do believe things in our dreams accu-
rate? Sosa has denied this (cf. Sosa 2005, 2007: ch. 1). According to 
him, to dream is to imagine something and not to hallucinate or falsely 
believe it.6 Sosa makes the distinction between what happens in one’s 
dream and what happens while one dreams and applies this distinction 
to beliefs and believing. I still believe that there are no dragons even 
if I am dreaming about dragons. How could I believe in my dream that 
there are dragons when I really don’t believe that there are dragons? 
The assumption of an inconsistency seems unconvincing and forced. 
Hence, we should rather give up the idea that we do have beliefs in 
our dreams. Sosa extends this argument from dispositional beliefs to 
occurrent or manifest thoughts. We don’t think or believe things in our 
dreams, we rather imagine things.

I don’t want to go further into this imagination model of dreaming 
but rather discuss the way Sosa uses it as an anti-sceptical weapon 
(cf. Sosa 2005, 2007: ch. 1, cf. also the exchange between Cohen 2009: 
124–125 and Sosa 2009b: 142–143). Consider the claim to know that one 
is seated. Sosa argues that it is rational to go with the assumption that 
one is sitting and is not merely dreaming it. Only when one is awake can 
one ask a question (Am I sitting? Do I know that?) and answer it. When 
one is dreaming one cannot even ask a question (not to mention answer 
it). Hence, while awake the rational thing to do is to answer questions 
like “Am I sitting?” in the positive (when apparently sitting).

It is not quite clear in what sense this is rational. If the subject can-
not distinguish between being awake and dreaming, then there is no 
reason accessible to her to “assume” she is awake and having thoughts 
and beliefs, raising questions and answering them (cf. Ichikawa 2008, 
2009).

But perhaps Sosa’s idea here is rather that the subject could refl ect in a 
decision-theoretic way (where the alternative acts are either to trust or not 
to trust the appearances, and where the outcomes are epistemic ones):

Circumstances
Awake Dreaming

Acts
Go with appearances good indifferent
Don’t bad indifferent

6 McGinn (2006: ch. 6) argues for an imagination account of dreaming but in 
contrast to Sosa he also argues that we do have beliefs (or, at least, quasi-beliefs) in 
dreams (cf. ch. 7, esp. 110, 112)
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According to Sosa, however, neither act is available in the case of 
dreams: neither can one ask or answer questions nor can one suspend 
judgment, go with or against appearances. How then should we frame 
the decision matrix?

We need a more general notion of thought, covering both the things 
we do when awake (genuine asking and answering of questions, sus-
pending judgment, etc.) and when dreaming (“pseudo-asking”, etc.). 
Let us call these kinds of thoughts “super-thoughts” (“super-asking 
questions”, “super-answering questions”, “super-suspending judg-
ment”, etc.). Now, one could have problems with such a very general 
conception of thought—isn’t it an invention of an arbitrary category of 
thought when we have no reason to assume there is a unitary phenom-
enon here? On the other hand, if one gives up this idea, then it is even 
harder to explain what “rationality” could mean in this kind of context; 
we would, at least, be at a loss when trying to construct a decision-
theoretic matrix.

Presumably, the revised version of the matrix for super-thoughts 
would, according to Sosa, be the following one:

Circumstances
Awake Dreaming

Acts Super-go with appearances good indifferent
Don’t bad indifferent

Hence, the fi rst act dominates the second one. In other words, while 
awake it is rational to go with appearances even if one cannot distin-
guish between being awake and dreaming.

Still, there are several problems with this strategy. First, why should 
one assume that there is only one “deviant” or sceptical circumstance? 
What about evil demons (old and new), brains in vats, Berkeleian worlds, 
etc.? It seems that we don’t even have an idea of what all the possible 
deviant circumstances might be. And, upon refl ection, we can become 
aware of that. How then can it be rational then to go with the fi rst act? 
Second, even if we accept the claim that the circumstances in the matrix 
above are all there are it is not clear what the outcomes are in the devi-
ant case. Perhaps pseudo-going with appearances will be really bad (be-
cause it has an impact on our epistemic virtues when awake)? But then 
no act dominates the other one anymore. We need an argument which 
shows that the fi rst act is the rational one in terms of possible outcomes; 
for that we need an argument which tells us why we should expect the 
above outcomes rather than others. Third, even if from the perspective 
of the subject it is rational to super-go with the appearances, it is doubt-
ful whether this is suffi cient for a successful reply to the sceptic: One can 
be justifi ed in one’s false propositional attitudes, even if they are sys-
tematically false. The subject could thus be perfectly rational in super-
going with the appearances but might still be wrong. This possibility 
seems suffi cient to entertain legitimate sceptical worries.
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7. Conclusion
Much more could be said about Sosa’s ideas about knowledge and scep-
ticism and about the objections raised above. But it is better to stop 
here and see what can be said in Sosa’s defence.7
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The paper discusses Sosa’s view of intuitional knowledge and raises the 
question of the nature of refl ective justifi cation of intuitional beliefs. It is 
assumed, in agreement with Sosa, that pieces of belief of good research-
ers are typically refl ectively justifi ed, in addition to being immediately, 
fi rst-level justifi ed. Sosa has convincingly argued that refl ective justifi -
cation typically mobilizes and indeed should mobilize capacities distinct 
from the original capacity that has produced the belief-candidate for 
being justifi ed, in order to assess the reliability of the original capacity. 
It has to go beyond justifi ers that are of the same-kind (“homogeneous”) 
as fi rst-level immediate ones, in order to enlarge the circle of justifi cation 
(and thus avoid viciousness), and is, therefore, holistic and coherent-
ist. But if this holds, it seems that refl ective justifi cation of armchair 
beliefs, presumably produced by intuition and some reasoning, should 
revert to empirical considerations testifying to the reliability of intuition 
and reasoning. Therefore, it typically combines, in an articulated way, 
a posteriori elements contributing to the thinker’s refl ective trust in her 
armchair capacities. In short, the paper argues that Sosa’s own view of 
second-order justifi cation goes better with a more aposteriorist view, if it 
does not even force such a view.

Keywords: Virtue epistemology, a priori, a posteriori, two-level 
epistemology, intuition.

1. Introduction
The paper discusses Sosa’s view of intuitional knowledge1 and raises the 
question of the nature of refl ective justifi cation of intuitional beliefs. I 
agree with him on many crucial matters, and have basically followed his 

1 My deepest thanks go to professor Sosa personally, for inspiration and support.
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footprints in opting for a version of virtue epistemology and indeed, a two 
level one, familiar from his writings.

Refl ection plays a paramount role in the biography of most serious 
intuitions, so what ought this role to be like? How does this strongly 
rationalistic approach fi t his second-level epistemology, and perspec-
tivalism (which I like and endorse myself), virtue-geared or otherwise? 
I shall argue that it does not fi t well, and that the holistic character 
of the second-level perspective points in a very different direction. A 
thinker refl ecting on her fi rst-level armchair beliefs is expected to mobi-
lize, should the need arise, literally all sorts of fi rst-level beliefs of hers, 
in the hope that these belong to her fi rst-level, animal knowledge. This 
might routinely include pieces of a posteriori knowledge. Can the arm-
chair belief, thus justifi ed, retain its aprioristic purity? Note that Sosa 
himself sometimes admits “[t]hat the refl ective defense of our math-
ematical and other beliefs will not be purely a priori (…)” (2000: 13), 
although he then almost takes the admission back, and never develops 
it to any extent.

Here, then, is is the plan of the paper. Section two offers a brief 
overview (with apologies for brevity) of Sosa’s subtle, interesting and 
original views, in particular about refl ective justifi cation in general, 
and about intuitions and intuitional beliefs. Section three is the central 
one: there it is argued that the proposed accounts of the two topics just 
mentioned do not fi t well with each other: the general story of refl ective 
justifi cation stresses the role of broad coherence and a holistic web of 
belief, the particular story of justifi cation of intuitions insists on ho-
mogenous justifi cation of the a priori by the a priori. In the concluding 
section I shall briefl y sketch my own proposal that the full justifi cation 
of the deliverances of intuition is a highly structured one, as one would 
expect from the holistic character of second-level, refl ective consider-
ations, with some a priori elements, but with a suffi ciently large a pos-
teriori component to ultimately make it predominantly a posteriori. I 
conclude by reiterating three main questions for professor Sosa, thank-
ing him in advance for an answer I know will be illuminating.

2. Sosa’s proposal
a) refl ective knowledge, broad coherence and the web of belief
Let me fi rst remind you of Sosa’s highly original proposal of a systemat-
ic virtue epistemology, and in particular of his views on two connected 
subtopics that we shall discuss in the rest of the paper: fi rst, refl ective 
knowledge, and second, intuitions and their justifi cation.

The basic idea, with which I very much agree, is the general frame-
work, stressing epistemic competences-virtues, and their truth-direct-
edness. A crucial element characterizing Sosa’s approach is the idea of 
the general epistemic structure, contrasting and combining the basic 
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level of fi rst-order (“animal”) competences-cum-performances with a 
refl ective, second-order level (2007, 2009b).2

What characterizes refl ective knowledge is “perspectival endorse-
ment of the reliability of one’s sources”. (2009b: 136). It nicely brings 
together coherence and understanding, Sosa argues (2009b: 138). He il-
lustrates it by bringing in Descartes’s strategy of supporting fi rst-level 
intuitional beliefs, prominently mathematical ones, by theological rea-
soning guaranteeing the coherence of the whole, and thus turning the 
mere cognitio of mathematical truths into scientia. The feature of re-
fl ective knowledge which will interest us most is what he calls “broad” 
or “comprehensive” coherence.

This stands in contrast with other theories of refl ective knowledge, 
of a different kind, which argue that a fi rst-level competence can be 
second-level justifi ed, just by being re-applied, or again appealed to, in 
a refl ective manner. Sosa (1994), criticizes W. Alston, the main propo-
nent of this same-sort or homogenous second-order justifi cation. It is 
combination of competences that does the work. Here is a characteris-
tic passage:

How does internal coherence, of little signifi cant epistemic value in itself, 
become more valuable when combined with external competence? Coher-
ence-seeking inferential reason, like retentive memory, is valuable when 
combined with externally competent faculties of perception, because when 
so combined it, like retentive memory, gives us a more comprehensive grasp 
of the truth than we would have in its absence. (2009b: 191)

The broad coherence goes beyond relations among the thinker’s fi rst-
order beliefs, and involves coherence between them and the thinker’s 
experiences, as well as comprehensive inter-level coherence (2009b: 
192). It is necessary, Sosa claims, for the kind of refl ective knowledge 
traditionally desired and desirable for its contribution to truth. One 
important component of the broad, comprehensive coherence is  ex-
planatory coherence, the contribution of some beliefs to a deeper un-
derstanding of others, and perhaps vice versa. Interpreting Descartes 
in an interesting and original way, Sosa stresses the “epistemic power” 
of such explanatory coherence. Even our mathematical knowledge can 
be helped by “a view of ourselves and our place in the universe” that is 
suffi ciently comprehensive and coherent to bring us “into the realm of 
higher, refl ective, enlightened knowledge, or “scientia” (2009b: 150).

Let me fi nally mention the metaphor which will be crucial in the 
discussion section: the pipeline/web contrast (2009b: 239, reiterated 
in 2011b: 150). The role of refl ective epistemic justifi cation is not well 

2 In his (2011b), and then further in (2015), he introduces an additional component 
of, or condition upon,  refl ective knowledge, characterizing an epistemic performance as 
fully apt “only if its fi rst-order aptness derives suffi ciently from the agent’s assessment, 
albeit implicit, of his chances of success (and, correlatively, of the risk of failure)” (2011b: 
11); we shall leave this refi nement aside in the present paper.
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characterized by the metaphor of the pipeline. The right picture is the 
coherentist one of the web of belief. Sosa talks about “an intricate spi-
der’s web” with its many nodes. He mentions that the position of each 
node (the status of each belief, we are allowed to suppose) might de-
pend causally (to some extent, perhaps to a small extent) on the posi-
tions of the other nodes. This would yield a “distributive dependence on 
each and also collective dependence on all” (2011b: 150). That option, 
he claims, “explains a web model for belief”, adding that perhaps even 
more data should be added, having to do with the dynamical, historical 
dimension. Here, I am in broad agreement with Sosa and will appeal to 
these ideas when it comes to the issue of a priori justifi cation.

We now pass to our specifi c topic, intuition. Sosa agrees with the tra-
dition, in particular the rationalist one, that there are intuitions, which 
form a distinct group of phenomena, and that there is an intuition-dispo-
sition/competence. Intuitions are a special sort of intellectual seemings, 
attractions to assent to a proposition triggered simply by considering 
a proposition consciously with understanding. Sosa is, to my mind 
correctly, optimistic when it comes to the reliability of intuitions: “By 
analogy to the seemings delivered by our visual system, the intuitions 
immediately delivered by our rational competences are preponderant-
ly true, even if occasionally false. This is why those rational mecha-
nisms are intellectual competences, because they systematically lead 
us aright.” (Sosa 2007: 60).

The epistemic quality of the intuitional (as well as perceptual or intro-
spectional) appearances depends on the quality of the underlying virtu-
ous dispositions, formed in normal circumstances. And this brings us to 
issues of justifi cation: “All seemings delivered by such competences are 
thereby epistemically justifi ed”, writes Sosa in the immediate sequel.

So, appearance is fallible, but still a fundamental source of justifi -
cation. It is such even in the case of paradoxes, robust, powerful and 
entrenched, and thus a source of justifi cation. But sometimes it can fail 
to be a source of knowledge, e.g. in the evil demon world, or in a world 
where one memorizes arithmetic tables by using a manual containing a 
large number of errors. For the sake of coherence we have to fi nd some 
correlation between appearance as a source of justifi cation and appear-
ance as a source of knowledge. When is appearance a trustworthy justi-
fi er? Intellectual appearance is a trustworthy justifi er when based on 
understanding, we are told. And here is the gist:

S rationally intuits that p if and only if S’s intuitive attraction to assent to 
<p> is explained by a competence (an epistemic ability or virtue) on the part 
of S to discriminate, among contents that he understands well enough, the 
true from the false, in some subfi eld of the modally strong (the necessarily 
true or necessarily false), with no reliance on introspection, perception, mem-
ory, testimony, or inference (no further reliance, anyhow, than any required 
for so much as understanding the given proposition). (Sosa 2007: 61)3

3 Here is a longer quote, Sosa’s answer to the question of “Just How Can 
Understanding Function as a Source of Epistemic Standing for Intuitions?”:
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So much about the fi rst level justifi cation of an intuition, with apologies 
for brevity.

At the second, meta-cognitive level, we encounter the thinker’s re-
fl ective awareness of the quality of her fi rst-level source, e.g. her re-
fl ective questioning of or trust in her intuitions. Thinkers, including 
ourselves, spontaneously fi nd their intuitions true in a very compelling 
manner, and therefore, on a refl exive level, consider their intuition-
capacity and their reason generally de facto reliable. This reliability 
of the fi rst-order source, if available, yields an external, third person 
justifi edness. In contrast, the refl exive or meta-cognitive, second-order 
trust in one’s own reliability, if justifi ed, would make us, the thinkers, 
refl ectively justifi ed on the second level. As refl ective creatures aiming 
at truth, we need both levels of justifi cation for our fi rst-order beliefs, 
including the intuitional ones. Such a two-level view of justifi cation 
has been probably implicit in classical epistemology (Descartes), and is 
nowadays proposed by various authors, not only Sosa, but also K. Leh-
rer, W. Alston and J. van Cleve, with a lot of difference of detail. With 
Sosa’s general view of refl ective justifi cation one would expect that the 
thinker may and ought to use on the second level of refl exive question-
ing all the available sources in order to assess the reliability (and other 
virtues) of a given fi rst-order source, in this case of intuition or reason. 
However, when we look at Sosa’s actual pronouncements, it seems as 
if  with intuition and introspection the refl ective justifi cation is just a 
matter of indubitability. As regards the latter, Sosa is clearly in favor of 
circular self-validation, an appeal to the deliverances of our introspec-
tive faculty under refl ective perspectival consideration (2000: 10). At 
the second level we are prompted to see necessary infallibility (reliabil-
ity) of our fi rst level introspective thoughts. And no causal knowledge is 
to be involved: “For the cogito the explanation of infallible reliability… 
skirts both causal tracking and construction or judgment dependence.” 

Fundamental, intuitive rational beliefs are based at least on understanding of 
the propositions believed, or so it has been argued above. It is not, however, just 
the understanding of a proposition, whatever its content, that gives a proper 
basis for believing it. Otherwise, it would also constitute a basis for believing 
its negation, which must be equally well understood. Not even the highest pitch 
of clarity and distinctness will suffi ce. (…) What suffi ces is rather the being 
understood (shared by a proposition and its negation pretty much equally) along 
with the specifi c content of that very proposition. Can we go beyond this to some 
general feature that, when combined with the being understood, will properly 
yield acceptance? As we have seen, neither simplicity nor truth is such a feature, 
either singly or in combination.
Nevertheless, something distinguishes simple truths of arithmetic or geometry, 
for example, making them suitable objects of immediate acceptance upon 
understanding, and giving them their attraction to normal human minds 
universally (upon understanding). Whatever it is, whether innate or socially 
instilled, its yield is uniform and general enough to suggest dispositions at work 
(whether wholly individually seated, or partially socially seated). Given how 
epistemically benign they are, fi nally, such dispositions seem not inappropriately 
considered “competences.” (Sosa 2014: 49)
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(2002: 376). Note that this is not an account of fi rst-level justifi cation 
but an account of “the required epistemic perspective” on the reliabil-
ity of our source of a priori justifi cation. “It is only when we see the 
cogito as not just infallible, but also indubitable (upon consideration) 
that we grasp the fuller Cartesian account” (Ibid.). The same holds for 
typical intuitional beliefs. Their reliability is comprehensible “through 
refl ection about the content-determining conditions of our thought.” 
(2003:183). Take logic: “Results in proof theory, or in metatheory more 
generally, might thus explain why it is that our thoughts in the rel-
evant fi elds are likely to be right, or even bound to be right, if we follow 
certain methods” (2003: 183–4). And Sosa then raises the crucial, albeit 
rhetorical question: “What rules out the possibility of such general un-
derstanding of our own reliability on the a priori, precisely by means of 
properly directed a priori theorizing?” (Ibid.) We justify the a priori by 
the a priori.4 This will be the main topic of our discussion.

3. Discussion and open questions: 
epistemic perspective and its requirements
a) First level: the sources of competence
The fi rst question that I would like to raise is a relatively minor one. 
Sosa claims that the foundationalism/coherentism contrast is a false 
dichotomy, and accepts coherentism at the refl ective level. But what 
about the fi rst component, foundationalism? In the case of intuitions 
one often has strong seemings in favor of some given option, for in-
stance, in the case of the Ship of Theseus that the still sailing ship 
is identical with the original one. Sosa interprets these seemings as 
conceptually grounded inclinations to believe (e.g. in 2011a: 456; he ex-
plicitly mentions logic but the context seems to point to a general view 
encompassing philosophical intuitions as well). Now, he fi nds them 
justifi ed only if they derive from reliable competence; the fact that the 
thinker is responsibly responding to the seeming itself, independently 
from the externalist considerations of reliability, does not even prima 
facie justify her (if I got Sosa right). But then, it is strange that coher-
entism appears at the sophisticated level, one of refl ection, and the 
traditional foundationalism of clear and attractive appearances plays 
no role: the dichotomy seems to re-emerge, although it was deemed to 
be false. If Sosa accepted that at least some prima facie justifi cation is 
bestowed to the belief by the seeming-attraction he would end up with 
two tiers,  the coherentist and the foundationalist, in addition to the 

4 Here is another formulation from the same context:
“Whether that project can succeed or not, anyhow, the fact remains that 
its success would give us an a priori component for our desired epistemic 
perspective, a component that in the respect of being substantially a priori 
would match the Cartesian epistemic refl ections traditionally accorded the 
highest explanatory effi cacy in epistemology” (Sosa 2003: 85).
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two levels. The question for professor Sosa is then whether this would 
be acceptable for him, and if not, why.

The second question concerns competence. It is the central factor 
both in the production and in the justifi cation of intuition. But what 
explains competence? Sosa is hopeful that “epistemic competences can 
be of use in epistemology even in the absence of a detailed theory of 
their nature and operation.” (2013: 200). He claims that we can appeal 
to them “even with limited understanding of their modus operandi” 
(Ibid.) and directs the reader to his “Minimal intuition” (1998) paper. 
However, this early paper offers only a minimal(ist) answer: one can 
restrict one’s confi dence in intuitions worthy of being trusted, and this 
will yield some perspective on one’s capacities (1998: 267).

And this low level of demands for refl ective justifi cation holds for 
all competences, perception included. Having read Refl ective knowledge 
one would have expected more. And a specifi c worry about intuition also 
arises here. For perception, people had some idea of things acting upon 
our senses through some kind of medium. Even a moderately sophisti-
cated person, at any time in written history, would be aware that she 
sees things through the intermediary of light: no light, no seeing. The 
same for hearing, taste and touch. She would know that a rough surface 
acts upon her fi ngers when she is touching it, and that the touching 
becomes more risky if the surface is hot, turning the sensation of touch 
into intense pain. However, as we are painfully reminded in the discus-
sion of Benacerraf’s dilemma, there is no convincing commonsense story 
about the build-up of our numerical competence. What about philosoph-
ical intuitions? Metaphysical ones, moral ones and so on?

We can gauge the importance of the question by taking a glance at 
Sosa’s main resource for dealing with criticism of intuitions for their 
unreliability, alleged or real. When presenting his theory that the at-
traction or belief is justifi ed because it is competent (2007: 59), and 
facing the problem of fallacies in reasoning, Sosa introduces the Chom-
skian performance-competence distinction:

Fallacies can thus be viewed as performance errors chargeable against the 
subject, by contrast with deliverances of a competence. Unlike the Cartesian 
assimilation model, this account can admit the fallibility of intuition, can al-
low that paradox-enmeshed propositional contents exert proper attraction, 
on which one might even base justifi ed intuitive belief. (Sosa 2007: 59)

His account is subtle: some errors are due to performance defi cits, oth-
er to natural defects of the competence (early formulation already in 
Sosa 1998: 261). I agree with him that this is a perfect starting point 
for settling problems with X-phi, and I applaud most things he has to say 
in this context (in his (2010), and (2011a) papers).5

5 He brings in comparison with perceptual illusion, using the Mueller-Lyer one as 
his example. And he notes that the attraction is a deliverance of the normal human 
visual system, and is to be put on the account of the competence itself.
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Two question arise at this point for the epistemologists construct-
ing a theory. First, how do we distinguish between performance er-
rors and the defi cits of competence unless we know more about how 
the latter works? Second, if Sosa is really alluding to the Chomskian 
performance-competence distinction, his use of “competent” is a thick 
one; the attraction and belief are competent only if they are derived 
from the corresponding (virtuous) competence. The same presumably 
holds for beliefs that <3+2=5>, or that <A square has four sides>, listed 
earlier in the chapter (Sosa 2007: 46). It is here that the Chomskian 
problematic shows its bite: mental linguistic competence is reliable, 
even virtuous in Sosa’s term, because it dictates what the correspond-
ing language is and is like. The order of determination goes from com-
petence to its product. And the order of determination secures the lion’s 
share of justifi cation: I am competent in believing that my linguistic 
judgment is OK because I am judging my language(modulo all the res-
ervations having to do with thorny issues of the relation between idio-
lect and various sociolects; here we only rehearse the main point.)

This order of determination is not available for examples like Mo-
dus Ponens, <3+2=5>, and <A square has four sides>, unless one goes 
strongly anti-realist and response-dependentist about logic, arithmetic 
and geometry. Of course, Sosa does not take this line. Here, it is not 
the thinker’s competence that makes it true that a square has four 
sides, and the like, but rather the opposite holds: the mental structure-
module and its functioning is virtuous because it conforms to an in-
dependent mathematical fact. And indeed he reiterates the contrast 
between justifi cation by testimony and justifi cation by understanding. 
He distinguishes between determination of best opinion and tracking 
by best opinion. Determination by best opinion: 5 being prime because 
best opinion would think it prime. Tracking by best opinion: 5 being 
thought prime by best opinion because it is prime (Sosa 2002: 370).

But once the realist stance is taken, the issue of explanation becomes 
pressing. How is the tracking secured? Sosa appeals to the alleged origin 
of intuition from understanding, primarily a conceptual one. But we need 
more. To return to the Ship of Theseus example, what is it about con-
cepts that makes one think that the still sailing ship is identical with the 
original one? Something about the concept “ship”? Or “material object”? 
But what makes our concept track reality in these matters? Similarly 
with simple mathematical beliefs. If our concepts have the impressive 
power to put us in touch with mathematical reality, we should at least 
have some inkling of how this is possible. Sosa’s role-model epistemolo-
gist, Descartes, was ontologically committed to the existence of God, and 
used that commitment as the epistemic guarantee of the cogito proposi-
tions. Scientia (refl ective knowledge) is all about such a commitment. 
Remember that the refl ective perspective has to give us a substantive 
understanding of our fi rst-level beliefs, at least in cases in which we 
want to say that we know full well what we are talking about.
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Here, then, is the second question for professor Sosa: do you have a 
view about how our intuitional competence connects with the world it 
produces judgments (more precisely, attractions to judge) about? Intu-
itions seem to connect us to mathematical and modal reality, to facts 
of metaphysical signifi cance (the Ship of Theseus), moral signifi cance 
(the Trolley problem), and perhaps more (linguistic intuitions, etc.). Let 
us agree that concepts are somehow involved in the feat; but how pre-
cisely?

b) Second level: intuition, broad coherence and the web of belief
Let us now pass to our main topic, the refl ective justifi cation of intu-
itions and the role and character of epistemic perspective, and to some 
possible substantive disagreement. Since Sosa often discusses intro-
spection in the same breath with intuition, as a related a priori source, 
we shall follow him and occasionally mention introspection in the con-
text. What does refl ective perspective involve in the case of intuition 
and introspection?

We know that it cannot be just a reiteration of the fi rst-level thought 
(this much is clear from Sosa’s criticism of Alston); it seems then that 
coherent perspective is the only candidate. The reader who has formed 
her impression from reading Sosa’s main statements on the nature of 
refl ective knowledge in his (Sosa 2009a and 2011b) would probably ex-
pect the stress on broad coherence: after all, it is such coherence that 
takes us from mere cognitio to scientia. She would also remember the 
metaphor of the web, and its strongly coherentist morals: every node 
(belief) is to some extent justifi cationally connected to every other. She 
would keep in mind that the web of belief is connecting us causally to 
the facts in our environment (Sosa 2011b: 150).

Of course, such a reader is in for surprises. It looks as no appeal to 
coherence is involved, not even the very narrow one, let alone the broad 
one praised as crucial for the refl ective level in the general cases. How 
signifi cant and how ad hoc this exception is can be seen from compari-
son with Sosa’s general reading of Descartes, which stresses the impor-
tance of a circle, and of a more systematic, coherence-seeking refl ection 
at the second level.

We noted that with intuition and introspection it looks as if justifi -
cation is just a matter of indubitability and of circular self-validation, 
an appeal to the deliverances of our introspective faculty under refl ec-
tive perspectival consideration. (Sosa 2000: 10). We are prompted to 
see necessary infallibility (reliability) of our fi rst-level introspective 
thoughts. And no causal knowledge is to be involved: “For the cogito the 
explanation of infallible reliability … skirts both causal tracking and 
construction or judgment dependence.” (Sosa 2002: 376). Note that this 
is not an account of  fi rst-level justifi cation but an account of “the re-
quired epistemic perspective” on the reliability of our source of a priori 
justifi cation. “It is only when we see the cogito as not just infallible, but 
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also indubitable (upon consideration) that we grasp the fuller Cartesian 
account” (Ibid.). How does this differ from Alston’s same-sort refl ective 
justifi cation, in which a capacity is second-order justifi ed just by the 
re-application of itself, the very competence to be justifi ed? And Sosa 
has been quite critical of Alston’s strategy (1994). He has insisted on 
the holistic character of refl ective justifi cation, in contrast to Alston’s 
project of “homogenous” justifi cation of the similar by the similar.

Again, as mentioned in section 2, we are offered an analogous ac-
count of human knowledge of elementary mathematical truths and 
other necessary propositions. Intellectual appearance is a trustworthy 
justifi er when based on understanding. Sosa reiterates the claim in a 
more recent paper: “What distinguishes intuitive justifi cation is that 
the entertaining itself (with adequate understanding) of that specifi c 
content exerts its attraction while rationally unaided. Intuitions are 
reason-based in a way that does not go beyond conscious grasp of the 
specifi c propositional content” (Sosa 2014: 48). Sosa is happy to note 
that this circumvents the challenge of Benacerraf’s dilemma: we do not 
need to connect the Platonic facts with our knowledge of them by any 
sort of explanatory route, other than the claim that our concepts (or 
even mere symbols) can put us in touch with relevant mathematical 
properties (Sosa 2002: 380). Not much is left of the web metaphor, and 
the claim that it connects us with facts in our environment in an intel-
ligible way. Remember, it was claimed that “[j]ustifi ed beliefs are nodes 
of a web properly attached to the environing world through perception 
and memory” (2011b: 150).6

The web-pipe contrast is also gone: the understanding that produces 
intuition justifi es it on the refl ective level. Connections of every belief 
(node) with all other nodes seem to be totally irrelevant; even the con-
nection of any kind with any of the non-homogenous nodes disappears!

Let me then try to reconcile Sosa’s holistic, web-guided understand-
ing of refl ective justifi cation in general with his non-holistic understand-
ing of refl ective justifi cation for intuitions (and of introspective beliefs). 
First, we both agree that pieces of belief of thoughtful researchers are 

6 Sosa claims that no causal relation between our cogito (or mathematical) belief 
and the fact believed would explain the reliability of that belief:

Take an intricate spider’s web with its many nodes, attached at various points 
to various surfaces. The position of each node might then depend causally (to 
some extent, perhaps to a small extent) on the positions of the other nodes. 
Here there is distributive dependence on each and also collective dependence 
on all. That explains a web model for belief (though beliefs also occupy an 
important dynamical, historical dimension, one that requires a more complex 
web model). Any given belief node is in place through its connections with 
other nodes, but each of them is itself in place through its connections with the 
other nodes, including that original given node. (Sosa 2011b: 150)

Not a single element from this general characterization of refl ective justifi cation 
applies to the particular cases of intuition and introspection. What could justify 
making such an exception, without even presenting it as such?
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typically refl ectively justifi ed, in addition to being immediately, fi rst-
level justifi ed. (We also agree that refl ective justifi cation at its highest 
involves meta-knowledge of risks, but we shall leave that aside here).

Second, we agree that holism is feasible, the way Sosa presents it in 
his Refl ective knowledge (2009a) and in Knowing full well (2011b). We 
agree very much with the following claim of his:

Refl ective endorsement may now take its place in the web with no apparent 
special problems. Through our growing knowledge of ourselves and of the 
world around us and of the relation between the two, we come to see our 
modes of rational basing and other belief acquisition as suffi ciently reliable. 
This enables us to endorse such modes refl ectively as truth-reliable, of a 
sort to lend epistemic justifi cation to our commitments and beliefs. (Sosa 
2011b: 151)

Thirdly, and most importantly, refl ective justifi cation typically mobi-
lizes and indeed should mobilize capacities distinct from the original 
capacity that has produced the belief-candidate for being justifi ed, 
in order to assess the reliability of the original capacity. It has to go 
beyond justifi ers that are of the same kind (“homogeneous”) as fi rst-
level immediate ones, in order to enlarge the circle of justifi cation (and 
thus avoid viciousness), and is, therefore, holistic and coherentist. Sosa 
is quite explicit about this in his writing about broad coherence, and 
explications of the web-metaphor underline it, with insistence of the 
connection of each with every node. Moreover, such a holism is com-
manded by the requirement of total evidence.

If this holds, refl ective justifi cation of armchair beliefs, presumably 
produced by intuition and some reasoning, should revert to empirical 
considerations testifying to the reliability of intuition and reasoning. 

This bring in the a priori/a posteriori contrast. The last paragraph, 
if correct, suggests a further conclusion: refl ective justifi cation of arm-
chair beliefs typically combines, in an articulated way, a posteriori el-
ements contributing to the thinker’s refl ective trust in her armchair 
capacities with some, presumably a priori, components.

Let us be a bit more specifi c. In his general exposition(s) Sosa stress-
es the importance of explanatory coherence. Apply this to intuitions and 
armchair beliefs. Note that the reliability of armchair beliefs is prima 
facie puzzling. A refl ective assessment of armchair beliefs is therefore 
incomplete in total absence of explanation of their having and reliabil-
ity (as is the case with perceptual beliefs). The explanation has to be to 
some extent causal or causal-like. Barring the Cartesian style a priori 
theological grounding, which is very dubious, any such explanation will 
involve appeal to empirically believed assumption. So, the explanation 
of having and reliability will have essential empirical explanatory com-
ponents. Therefore, refl ective justifi cation of armchair belief will have 
essential empirical components. It will have an  important a posteriori 
component, with a clearly defi ned role.

Another candidate for a refl ective source of information about re-
liability is the well-known appeal to global unavoidability and indis-
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pensability: unavoidability and indispensability of logic and elemen-
tary mathematical understanding for any kind of cognitive project, 
call them global unavoidability and indispensability, are an important 
refl ective justifi er of logical and mathematical beliefs and inferential 
propensities, perhaps the most important one. This justifi er can justify 
the target beliefs and propensities, only if our global cognitive project 
is a meaningful one, with some chances to succeed. The issue of success 
of our global cognitive project is to a large extent an empirical matter, 
so that we are justifi ed in being optimistic about it on the grounds of 
already achieved empirical and empirically detectable success. The is-
sue of refl ective justifi cation of logical and elementary mathematical 
beliefs and inferential propensities is to be decided to a large extent 
on the basis of global successfulness of our cognitive effort, which is 
largely an a posteriori matter. If this holds, logic and elementary math-
ematical understanding are refl ectively justifi ed a posteriori to a sig-
nifi cant degree.

Interestingly, Sosa himself has been aware for a long time of some 
of the diffi culties listed above. In his 2000 paper he notes, among pos-
sible objections, the “locality of cogito”: cogito is a single proposition, 
but we need certainty over a wider span of propositions. He answers 
that the relevant feature of the cogito is not restricted to a single belief. 
Unfortunately, he does not discuss the analogous “locality” of many 
necessary propositions, which seem to cry for a more holistic treatment. 
More importantly, he notes that “reliability of our a priori beliefs could 
hardly be sustained purely a priori. For we need a grasp of the mecha-
nisms participating in the beliefs’ acquisition, which is a posteriori.” 
(Sosa 2000: 14). He seems to endorse the claim and answers: “Second-
level defense (revision) of our a priori dispositions is also not purely a 
priori” (Sosa 2000: 13). He directs the reader to a claim stated on the 
preceding page: “[I] agree that the refl ective defense of our mathemati-
cal and other a priori beliefs will not be purely a priori” (Sosa 2000: 13). 
But again, after having said this, he retreats, and stresses the possibil-
ity that in the case of the cogito, nothing will be needed beyond a priori 
beliefs, and no causal commitments will become prominent (Sosa 2000: 
14). Elsewhere, he stresses the positive consequences of dropping the 
claims of apriority: “And once any claims of priority are dropped, as I 
am proposing, then it might well be held that cognitio that p and cog-
nitio that one enjoys cognitio that p, are both required for scientia that 
p” (Sosa 2009a: 150, fn. 14).7

7 And there is a streak of explanationism and interest in causal dependence in 
Sosa’s general picture of justifi cation:

Epistemology too, like the aesthetics of dance, reverses the import of causality 
found in instrumental value. The distinctively epistemic evaluation of a cognitive 
performance can depend substantially on its source, unlike the instrumental 
evaluation that depends on effects rather than sources. Consider thus the 
justifi cation of a belief derived from a good inference, as when a detective 
fi gures out who did it, or when you determine how much you owe a shopkeeper. 
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Let me conclude with an example which shows that Sosa does in 
fact recognize the importance of empirical, a posteriori data for the 
full refl ective justifi cation of intuitional beliefs, in this case philosophi-
cal ones. In his paper on possible intuitional foundations of philosophy 
(2011a) he confronts the issue of possible serious divergence in subject 
responses to questions in thought experiments. He comes up with a 
dilemma: “Either experimental inquiry will uncover serious divergence 
in subject responses or it will not”, and argues that in the latter case 
there is no serious problem (Sosa 2011a: 465). If the fi rst horn turns out 
to be actual, we still have a way out: explain away the disagreements 
by differences in semantic understanding. (I apologize for brevity of 
presentation). Note that the moves are made in response to empirical 
fi ndings, and that the last, rescuing move, would also need empirical 
confi rmation, namely the fi nding that in fact the subjects have differ-
ent meanings on their minds when performing the armchair experi-
ment. It is all a piece of clearly a posteriori refl ection on philosophical 
intuitions, geared to offering a sophisticated second-level justifi cation, 
and indicating the limits of thought experimenting, thus resulting in 
our knowing full well the philosophical propositions in question.

To reiterate. The puzzle concerns the question of what refl ective 
knowledge in the domain of intuitions involves? The options seem to 
reduce to the following three:
(a) localistic ratifi cation and self-validation: this is how Sosa charac-
terizes the Refl ective condition for introspection, and by implication, 
intuition: seeing the necessary infallibility (reliability) of our fi rst level 
introspective thoughts (Sosa 2000: 9), or 
(b) rather holistic coherence, in line with the general picture of refl ec-
tive justifi cation. The resulting picture is then either (i) narrow, in-
volving only a priori materials, or (ii) wide? If (ii) wide, then refl ective 
justifi cation becomes to a signifi cant degree a posteriori. If (i) narrow, it 
is unclear why an exception is made for intuitional beliefs.

My fi nal question for professor Sosa is then concerned with his 
considered judgment about the role of the a priori and a posteriori in 
the refl ective justifi cation of intuitions: how are refl ective knowledge, 
broad coherence and the web of belief related in the case of intuitional 
knowledge? And in particular, in the case of armchair philosophical 
intuitions?

Something is then believed because it is concluded from prior information 
already in the thinker’s possession. To draw it as a conclusion and to believe 
accordingly for that reason is, moreover, a broadly causal matter. It is a matter 
of believing such and such because of so and so, or on the basis of a prior belief 
that so and so. Accordingly, the conclusion belief gains its epistemic status 
through being based on the premises inferentially. One believes the conclusion 
at least in part on that basis, for the reason that, as one can see, it follows from 
the already accepted information. The fact that one’s belief in the conclusion is 
thus “motivated rationally” (Sosa 2007: 80).
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4. Conclusion
Let me conclude with two points. First, I would like to sketch the road 
a two-level virtue epistemologist could, and perhaps should, take, if she 
takes seriously the broad coherence (and in particular, its explanatory 
component) at the second refl ective level; I myself did take such a road 
in writing about intuitions and the a priori (Miščević 2006, 2008). Sec-
ond, I would like to reiterate my three questions to professor Sosa.

The fi rst task fi rst. Both Sosa and I agree that obviousness and in-
dubitability give the thinker a prima facie reason for accepting one’s 
intuitions. Neither a Sosa-style moderate externalist nor any natural-
ist should deny this; the latter since for a naturalist normative accept-
ability should follow from descriptive compellingness. In the next step, 
as Sosa has taught us, the thinker tries to achieve a general coherent 
view of her cognitive abilities and their outputs. Of course, one can dis-
tinguish degrees of refl ective, meta-cognitive achievement on the sec-
ond, refl ective level. The lowest degree is guaranteed by the immediate 
attraction-compellingness of contents, i.e. of intuitional propositions. 
If the thinker psychologically cannot doubt some such proposition, 
then she is prima facie allowed to believe it: epistemic ought implies 
epistemic can. Still, a more conscientious thinker would want to have 
a coherent meta-cognitive perspective on deliverances of her cognitive 
abilities, and an explanatory view on functioning of abilities. Again, 
we may distinguish the immediate or folk view (of e.g. perception or 
intuition-ability) from a theoretical perspective on these abilities.

As Sosa puts it in his general proposal, it is the interplay of (the de-
liverances of) all capacities, plus the best explanation of the whole, that 
indicates whether a particular capacity, in this case intuition is reli-
able. (I assume that merely negative coherence with explanation is suf-
fi cient: in other words, if the explanation does not seriously contradict 
the explanandum (and we have argued that it does not), we have good 
reasons to trust our intuitions.) If we apply it to intuitions, we note 
that the explanation-based doubts about intuition, for example, make 
it vivid for the thinker that the immediate compellingness of an intu-
ition need not be suffi cient. But then, the indispensability and success 
come in. Our intuitions cohere with our empirical hypotheses, and en-
able these hypotheses to be tested and confi rmed. Indispensability and 
success are thus capable of almost completely justifying the reliance 
on intuitional knowledge. They come in very handy since they point to 
the massive empirical success of everyday knowledge and of science in 
which such beliefs are essentially used. The success does a posteriori 
vindicate the certainty of elementary logical and mathematical intu-
itions, for which there is a massive overlap with the factual domain.8

8 There is a reasonable philosophical worry that some fl aw in the origin of our 
intuitions might annihilate their justifi cation. What if they come from a demon, 
Descartes asked. What if they are just fi gments of our imagination? How can 
information coming from within have any “validity” for a mind-independent world, 
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What about concepts and understanding? How do our concepts guide 
us? My answer is more extroverted than the traditional conceptualist 
one: the crucial quality about our competence is that it carries correct 
information about the world, and concepts are just a means for encoding 
such information. Intuitions are concerned with their external objects, 
the domain of items and facts, rather than with concepts. Further, they 
require an explanation of having and reliability, if possible a causal one. 
Concepts often play a role in the process, but they are not the object of 
intuitions, and their role is subordinate to the role played by the external 
referential domain. But why are they normally so helpful? My own favor-
ite line is summarized in the following paraphrase of J. L. Austin (where 
the term “words” is replaced with “concepts”):

…the stock of our deepest concepts embodies all the distinctions men have 
found worth drawing, and the connections they have found worth making, 
in the lifetimes of many generations: these surely are likely to be more nu-
merous, more sound, since they have stood up to the long test of the sur-
vival of the fi ttest, and more subtle, at least in all ordinary and reasonably 
practical matters, than any that you or I are likely to think up on the spot. 
(Austin 1979: 182)

This accumulated wisdom then allows the philosopher to anticipate the 
experience from the armchair. At the same time, the double fallibility of 
these intuitions accounts for the limits of philosophical autonomy: arm-
chair research should be open to corrections from empirical science.

Also, our partly innate endowment might explain at least the very 
origin of the intuition-capacity and the initial stages of the formation 
of our intuition-states with their contents. For instance, it might con-
sist of innate structures, some corresponding to concepts and some to 
inner, spatio-temporal “frames”, responsible for an innate spatial-geo-
metrical know-how. Note that intuitions are often rather scenario-based 
than inference-based. Imagining scenarios, typically particularized ones 
play the main cognitive and justifi catory role, whereas inference typi-
cally plays a subordinate role.

All this explains some of the objective validity of our intuitions. But 
nativism should be restricted to the origin of the system and to the rela-
tively initial stages of processing. An intelligent nativist-adaptationist 
should allow for a wide margin of infl uence from individual empirical 
learning, which may overthrow even some deeply ingrained pre-concep-
tions to the contrary. And most importantly, intuition is doubly fallible. 
It can misrepresent the contents of our cognitive apparatus, and is thus 
internally fallible. But, the contents themselves—including their core, 
the innate assumptions—are also fallible, as Sosa has noted, yielding 

Kant asked (and opted for an anti-realist solution). It is here that the evolutionary 
explanation comes in. Its role is remedial, i.e. to alleviate or to forestall the subtle, 
purely philosophical skepticism focusing upon a distantly and merely possible fl aw in 
the causal ancestry of our intuitions. It thus removes the lingering perplexity about 
the mystery of scientifi c applicability and success of our logical and mathematical 
intuitions.
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the external fallibility of intuitions. Our innate geometry might be 
false, our possibly innate folk-physics certainly is. No deep or strong 
apriority is involved in their deliveries. In short, we can admit an im-
portant role of intuitions, and preserve some of their special status, 
intimated by their phenomenology, without falling into the dangerous 
traps of classical Cartesianism.

Finally, concerning the justifi catory status of intuitions, one needs 
to combine a posteriori considerations with the a priori ones; the result 
will be a structured justifi cation, with distinct elements coming from 
distinct sources. So much about the refl ective-level proposal, to some 
extent inspired by Sosa’s stress on broad coherence and the role of the 
web-of-belief as a whole.
Let me conclude by re-iterating my questions for professor Sosa:

If Sosa accepted that at least some prima facie justifi cation is be-
stowed on the belief by seeming-attraction, he would end up with two 
tiers, the coherentist and the foundationalist one, in addition to the two 
levels. The question for professor Sosa is then whether this would be 
acceptable for him, and if not, why.

The second question: how does our intuitional competence connect 
with the world it produces judgments (more precisely, attractions to 
judge) about? Intuitions seem to connect us to mathematical and mod-
al reality, to facts of metaphysical signifi cance, moral signifi cance and 
perhaps more (linguistic intuitions, etc.). Let us agree that concepts are 
somehow involved in the feat; but how precisely?

My fi nal question for professor Sosa is then concerned with his consid-
ered judgment about the role of the a priori and a posteriori in the refl ec-
tive justifi cation of intuitions: how are refl ective knowledge, broad coher-
ence and the web of belief related in the case of intuitional knowledge? 
And in particular, in the case of armchair philosophical intuitions?
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Frank Jackson’s famous Knowledge Argument moves from the prem-
ise that complete physical knowledge about experiences is not complete 
knowledge about experiences to the falsity of physicalism. Some physi-
calists (e.g., John Perry) have countered by arguing that what Jackson’s 
Mary, the perfect scientist who acquires all physical knowledge about 
experiencing red while being locked in a monochromatic room, lacks be-
fore experiencing red is merely a piece of recognitional knowledge of an 
identity, and that since lacking a piece of recognitional knowledge of an 
identity does not entail lacking any pieces of knowledge of worldly facts, 
physicalism is safe. I will argue that what Mary lacks in her room is not 
merely a piece of recognitional knowledge of an identity and that some 
physicalists have failed to see this because of a failure to appreciate that 
Mary’s epistemic progress when she fi rst experiences red has two differ-
ent stages. While the second epistemic stage can perhaps be plausibly 
considered as acquiring merely a piece of recognitional knowledge of an 
identity, there is good reason to think that the fi rst epistemic stage can-
not be thus considered.

Keywords: The knowledge argument, Frank Jackson, John Perry, 
the phenomenal concept strategy.

1. The Recognitional Strategy
Jackson’s (1982) Knowledge Argument is one of the most intuitively 
compelling arguments against physicalism (roughly, the thesis that 
our world is entirely physical). This famous argument moves from the 
premise that complete physical knowledge about experiences is not 
complete knowledge about experiences to the falsity of physicalism. 
Consider Mary, a perfect scientist who has all the physical knowledge 
about experiencing red and yet who has not experienced red before. 
The intuition is that when Mary leaves her room and sees a ripe to-
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mato, she will be surprised and exclaim “So, this is what it is like to 
see red!”, and  will thus acquire a new piece of information about ex-
periencing red. And, since physicalism implies that given her complete 
physical knowledge, Mary knows everything about experiences of red, 
Jackson argues, physicalism is false.

Some physicalists have countered this argument by arguing that 
what Mary lacks before experiencing red is merely a piece of recogni-
tional knowledge of an identity, and that since lacking a piece of recog-
nitional knowledge of an identity is not, or does not entail, lacking any 
pieces of knowledge about worldly (coarse-grained) facts,1 physicalism 
is safe. Let us call this reply to the Knowledge Argument “the Recog-
nitional Strategy” (briefl y, RS). RS fi nds one of its clearest and most 
systematic expressions in John Perry’s admirable Knowledge, Possibil-
ity, and Consciousness (2001); and, the account offered there will be 
the main focus of this paper, though the lessons that will be drawn 
throughout will be general.

An instructive way to get a better idea of RS is to appeal to an anal-
ogy. Consider the following case from Perry (2001: 119). Perry might 
know that Fred Dretske wrote Knowledge and the Flow of Informa-
tion (KFI) even if he does not know that that (man) [perceptually dem-
onstrating Dretske at a party] wrote KFI. In this case, Perry fails to 
recognize (and hence lacks the recognitional knowledge) that that is 
Dretske. If Perry had known that that is Dretske, he would have in-
ferred that that (man) wrote KFI from his previous knowledge that 
Dretske wrote KFI. However, lacking this piece of knowledge (i.e., that 
that (man) is Dretske) is not, or does not entail, lacking any piece of 
knowledge about worldly facts because Perry already has certain piec-
es of knowledge that have the same worldly content as that piece of 
knowledge (e.g., that Dretske is Dretske). (Similarly, Perry’s coming 
to know “that is Dretske” is merely a matter of coming to recognize an 
identity and cannot thus be thought of as coming to possess any piece 
of knowledge about a new worldly fact.) It seems that if the Knowl-
edge Argument had a valid form, then Perry’s failing to know that that 
(man) is Dretske would entail that that (man) is different from Dretske 
while, ex hypothesi, they are the same.

RS claims that Mary’s entire new knowledge can be expressed by 
“this is what it is like to see red” and also that this piece of knowledge 
is the same in kind as the piece of knowledge Perry comes to possess 

1 It is commonplace to distinguish two different ways of individuating facts. Fine-
grained facts are individuated in terms of the concepts the subject has of the things 
in the world; coarse-grained facts are individuated in a way insensitive to those 
concepts. So, the fact that there is a bottle of water in my backpack and the fact that 
there is a bottle of H2O in my backpack are two different facts if “fact” is understood 
in a fi ne-grained way (since a subject can believe the former without believing the 
latter), but are the same fact if it is understood in a coarse-grained way (since water 
is H2O). When I speak of “worldly facts” or “facts,” what I mean is always coarse-
grained facts.
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when he learns that that is Dretske. “This [Mary’s] new knowledge is”, 
Perry writes, “a case of recognitional or identifi cational knowledge, as 
in the case with my knowledge at the party with Dretske” (2001: 147). 
According to RS, Mary’s coming to know “that is what it is like to see 
red” is merely a matter of coming to recognize an identity and cannot 
thus be thought of as coming to possess any piece of knowledge about 
a worldly fact. Through experiencing red, Mary acquires, RS claims, a 
new recognitional concept (i.e., the one she expresses by “that”) of the 
experience of seeing red she already knew under a physical/function-
al concept in her room; and, accordingly, the new bit of propositional 
knowledge she expresses by exclaiming “that is what it is like to see 
red!” is, it is claimed, merely a piece of recognitional knowledge of an 
identity.2

To make clearer the purported analogy between Jackson’s Mary 
case and Perry’s Dretske case, let us suppose, as Perry (2001: 99) does, 
that the texts Mary reads in her room have systematically named the 
subjective characters (what-it-is-likenesses) of color experiences and 
that QR is defi ned in one of those texts as the subjective character of ex-
periencing red. So, suppose that Mary knows, before leaving her room, 
that QR is what it is like to see red, while she does not know what it 
is like to have an experience with the subjective character QR because 
she did not have an experience with QR. This bit of knowledge is analo-
gous to Perry’s fi rst piece of knowledge about Dretske (i.e., “Dretske 
wrote KFI”) in that just as the latter is “detached from my [Perry’s] 
perception of him [Dretske]” (Perry 2001: 119), the former is detached 
from “an act of attending to a subjective character” (Perry 2001: 147). 
Upon seeing the ripe tomato, Mary comes to know that this is what it 
is like to see red, and this is analogous to Perry’s coming to know, after 
Dretske introduces himself, that that is Dretske. The latter is attached 
to a perception of Dretske and the former to an act of attending to a 
certain subjective character. And, fi nally, combined with her previous 
knowledge, Mary infers that QR is this, where this picks out the red 
experience-type, just as Perry infers from his fi rst and second bits of 
knowledge that that (man) wrote KFI.

According to Perry, the problem Mary’s case poses for physicalism 
is best seen as an instance of the sort of problem Frege called to our 
attention: how can identities be informative? Now, there are (at least 
prima facie) good reasons to think that recognition of an identity does 
not require coming to possess any piece of knowledge of new worldly 

2 Loar also compares Mary’s lack of the relevant piece of knowledge with ordinary 
recognitional failures: “Margot learns about the element Au and reads that people 
decorate themselves with alloys of Au. But she has never seen gold and cannot 
visually identify it: she lacks an adequate visual conception. She later is shown some 
gold and forms a visual conception of it, “that stuff,’ and she acquires a new piece 
of information…to the effect that those previously read about embellishments are 
made of that stuff. [I]f the knowledge argument were unrestrictedly valid, it would 
follow that that stuff is not identical to Au” (2004: 223).
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facts (and that failure to recognize an identity does not entail failing to 
possess any piece of knowledge of new worldly facts). When Perry fails 
to recognize that that [demonstrating Dretske] is Dretske, he does not 
thereby fail to know about a worldly fact; and, accordingly, if he recog-
nizes that that is Dretske, he does not thereby come to know about a 
new worldly fact. This is again because that that is Dretske is the same 
worldly fact as that Dretske is Dretske, and the latter is something 
Perry already knows about. The basic idea here is simply that worldly 
facts can be represented (or conceived) in many different ways and, in 
order for a subject to know about a certain worldly fact, it is not neces-
sary that she has access to all those different ways of representing (or 
conceiving) it. New knowledge does not necessarily involve knowledge 
of new facts.3

In what follows, I will simply grant for the sake of  argument that 
failure to recognize an identity does not entail failing to possess any 
piece of knowledge of new worldly facts. I will argue against RS that 
what Mary lacks in her room is not merely a piece of recognitional 
knowledge of an identity and also that some physicalists have failed to 
see this because of a failure to appreciate that Mary’s entire epistemic 
progress when she fi rst experiences red has two different stages: while 
the second stage of her epistemic progress can be plausibly considered 
as acquiring a piece of recognitional knowledge of an identity, there 
is good reason to think that the fi rst epistemic stage cannot be thus 
considered.4

This paper is hereafter divided into three sections. In section 2, I 
will briefl y describe Nida-Rümelin’s (2004) Marianna case and contrast 
it with Mary’s case to show that there are indeed two different epistem-
ic stages in question–the one that is shared by Mary and Marianna and 
the one that is had only by Mary. In section 3, I will argue that, con-
tra Nida-Rümelin, Marianna’s epistemic progress is propositional and 
also that there are indeed two knowledge arguments, rather than one, 
3 How should we understand the epistemic progress that Perry makes when he 
recognizes the identity in question? I take it for granted that an adequacy constraint 
on such an account is that it does not postulate or entail that the fact that Jameson 
is Jameson is different from the fact that that is Jameson. As is well-known, Frege’s 
own solution to the problem of the cognitive signifi cance of (some) recognitions of 
identities was to introduce “modes of presentation” but not to postulate further 
worldly facts: “Now if we were to regard equality [or identity] as a relation between 
that which the names ‘a’ and ‘b’ designate, it would seem that a = b could not differ 
from a = a (i.e. provided a = b is true)…A difference [between a = a and a = b] can 
arise only if the difference between the signs [‘a’ and ‘b’] corresponds to a difference 
in the mode of presentation of that which is designated” (Frege 1993: 23–4).
4 I do not claim any originality in arguing for the existence of two different epistemic 
stages (see Nida-Rümelin (2004)) or in holding that the fi rst epistemic stage is not a 
matter of acquiring a piece of recognitional knowledge of an identity (see Stalnaker 
(2008)). The present essay aims to contribute to the literature by providing a clear 
account of the nature of the two epistemic stages and an answer to the question 
of why the fi rst epistemic stage is not an acquisition of a piece of knowledge of an 
identity. See also fn. 19.
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which can be distinguished with reference to the two items of knowl-
edge that someone situated in a monochromatic environment lacks. In 
section 4, I will argue that Mary’s extra epistemic progress is, while 
the epistemic progress shared by Mary and Marianna is not, a matter 
of recognizing an identity.

2. Nida-Rümelin’s Marianna
Some misunderstandings regarding the nature and content of the new 
knowledge Mary gains after her release can be avoided by recogniz-
ing that there are different epistemic stages one might undergo in the 
process of obtaining information about experiences. When it comes to 
pointing out these differences, Nida-Rümelin’s Marianna case (2004) 
is more helpful than Jackson’s Mary. Like Mary, Marianna lives her 
entire life in a monochromatic environment. The central difference is, 
however, that when the happy day comes, rather than seeing ripe to-
matoes and bananas and grass and the sky, she is randomly visually 
presented with four slides showing clear cases of blue, red, green and 
yellow but she is not told the names of the colors. Now Marianna does 
not know which of the four types of color experiences she has is, say, 
red nor does she know that having red experiences5 is like that, where 
the indexical in question picks out the type of experience she has when 
presented with the red slide.6 But still one can plausibly say that now 
that she has the experience of red, there is a clear sense in which she 
knows what it is like to see red.

One may object that there is a sense in which Marianna does not 
know what it is like to see red because she cannot identify red experi-
ences as red experiences and knowing what it is like to see red requires 
such a recognitional ability: when she experiences the red slide, she is 
not in a position to recognize that she experiences red and justifi ably 
verbally report “that is red.” Does this mean that she does not know, 
in any epistemically respectable sense of the term, what it is like to 
see red? No, it only suggests that I should specify more carefully what 
I mean when I claim that after her red experience, Marianna knows 
what it is like to see red. What I mean is this: Marianna knows what 
it is like to have this, where this picks out the red experience-type. 
Marianna’s gaining this piece of information is analogous to the case 
5 I take it as a plausible hypothesis that the sense in which experiences are red is 
not the sense in which physical objects are red. So, phenomenal redness is different 
from physical redness (see Chalmers (2004)). At this point, one may follow Peacocke 
(1983: 21) and introduce a primed predicate (e.g., red′) to pick out the phenomenal 
property of the visual experience that is normally produced by the presence of a red 
object. For convenience, I will not adopt this line and simply use unprimed predicates 
to characterize the experiences in question.
6 For an account of how demonstrative terms can refer to types rather than tokens, 
see Levine (2010). For further discussion about how type-demonstratives bear on 
the Knowledge Argument, see Demircioglu (2012), Levin (2007), Loar (2004), and 
Perry (2001).
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in which Perry has a little chat with Dretske at a party without rec-
ognizing him as Dretske and hence without knowing that, referring to 
him, that is Dretske. There is a sense in which Perry knows the man 
he meets even if he lacks the recognitional knowledge that, pointing at 
the person he meets, that is Dretske.

Marianna’s case shows that there is an intermediate epistemic 
stage which goes unnoticed in Mary’s case.7 It seems intuitively plau-
sible that Marianna learns something new when she is haphazardly 
shown different colors and hence she makes a sort of epistemic prog-
ress. However, she still misses the information that this is what it is 
like to see red, where this picks out the type of experience she has when 
she is presented with the red slide. There is still room for Marianna to 
make further epistemic progress because she experiences red without 
knowing that what she experiences is red.

3. Two Knowledge Arguments
An interesting question about Marianna’s case is whether the epistem-
ic progress she makes gives her the relevant item of knowledge which 
is crucial for the Knowledge Argument to work. After having the rel-
evant visual experiences, Marianna evidently gains epistemic access to 
various new thought contents that are not available to her before. She 
is now in a position, for instance, to wonder whether ripe apples appear 
like that or that, where the indexicals respectively refer to the colors of 
the red and blue slides, and to entertain new hypotheses and make new 
guesses. What explains the fact that Marianna gains epistemic access 
to new thought contents is that she now knows what it is like to see red, 
blue, etc. Can an argument analogous to the original Knowledge Argu-
ment from Mary’s case work in Marianna’s case? Or does the property 
dualist need a further step of epistemic progress to make a viable case 
for the intended metaphysical conclusion—the falsity of physicalism?

Despite her new ability to entertain the corresponding thought, 
Marianna does not come to know that ripe apples appear like the red 
slide she has the experience of. Nevertheless, does she acquire any 
item of propositional knowledge? Through her color experiences, she 
knows what it is like to see red; but it is not clear whether this piece 
of knowledge raises any threat to physicalism because it is not clear 
that this knowledge has any propositional content, which can be ex-
pressed in  propositional form by a suitable that-clause.8 According to 

7 As Nida-Rümelin writes: “A disadvantage of Jackson’s example is that it fails to 
distinguish two steps of epistemic progress that can be distinguished clearly in 
Marianna’s case” (2004: 254). However, as will become clear, I do not agree with 
Nida-Rümelin’s construal of the fi rst epistemic stage of Mary’s progress.
8 The assumption here is that the kind of knowledge that is relevant to the Knowledge 
Argument is propositional, that is, that the Knowledge Argument purports to pose 
a threat against physicalism only if the kind of knowledge that is acquired through 
experiencing red is propositional. This assumption is supported by the idea that 
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Nida-Rümelin, Marianna “has not gained any new item of the relevant 
propositional knowledge” (2004: 254) and hence there is nothing imper-
iling physicalism at this stage of her epistemic progress. After all, one 
may ask what form the relevant proposition can possibly be given since 
she does not know that that is what it is like to see red, where that picks 
out the relevant type of color experience. 

However, contra Nida-Rümelin, the following construal of Marian-
na’s knowledge regarding what it is like to see red appears plausible:

(P) Marianna knows that it is like Q to have this (where this picks 
out the red experience-type).9

After being shown the red slide, Marianna acquires a new phenomenal 
concept, which is Q, that picks out the phenomenal quality (or subjec-
tive character) instantiated by experiencing red in a way different in 
kind from the concepts she had before.10 It is controversial whether 
there really are phenomenal concepts that satisfy the characteristics 
they are thought to have (e.g., conceptual independence from physical/
functional concepts or having their referents in their modes of presen-
tation (Loar 2004)); but, for the purposes of this paper, their existence 
can be harmlessly taken for granted because the explanation the pro-
ponents of the recognitional reply to the Knowledge Argument give for 
the epistemic progress in question rests essentially on their attributing 
to the subject the acquisition of those concepts.11

physicalism is the thesis that every fact is a physical fact and propositional knowledge 
is knowledge of facts. (It is widely assumed that if the bit of knowledge that Marianna 
acquires through seeing red is, for instance, merely a piece of knowing-how, then it 
is not problematic for physicalism (see Lewis (2004)) and hence it can be plausibly 
ignored for the purposes of the Knowledge Argument. So, showing that there is a 
certain epistemic stage that goes unnoticed in Mary’s case is not enough: one needs 
also to show that that epistemic stage is also propositional in character.)
9 See Lycan (1996: 93) for a proposal along the similar lines. I adopt (P) instead of, 
e.g., (R) Marinna knows that this experience is Q or (S) Marianna knows that Q is 
what it is like to have this experience or some other proposition, because (P) is what 
one gets if one follows the general recipe of transforming “know wh-…” constructions 
into “know that” constructions (see below). However, I will sometimes make use 
also of (R) or (S) when it is more convenient to do so. But nothing essential in my 
discussion hangs on this choice.
10 Chalmers (2010: 267–8) calls the concept Q a direct phenomenal concept (and 
the belief that it is like Q to have this experience a direct phenomenal belief). On 
Chalmers’ account, the concept this that Mary employs to pick out the red experience-
type is a demonstrative concept under which that experience-type is conceived as 
the object of her demonstration. Since, on this account, conceiving an experience-
type under a demonstrative concept is not thereby conceiving it as having a quality 
picked out by a direct phenomenal concept (in our case, Q), (P) turns out to be a 
substantive piece of knowledge that is neither a priori nor analytic. This section of 
the present paper is much indebted to Chalmers’ account.
11 Chalmers (2002) makes a useful distinction between Type-A materialists and 
Type-B materialists. Type-B materialists argue, while Type-A materialists deny, 
that there is an epistemic gap between physical/functional truths and phenomenal 
truths (and, of course, they both deny that there is a corresponding ontological 
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How does Marianna come to entertain, through experiencing red, 
the proposition that it is like Q to have this, where this picks out the 
red experience-type? A natural suggestion is this. Marianna has a red 
experience when she is presented with the slide. She then attends to it 
and forms the phenomenal concept Q that picks out the red experience-
type.12 And, by predicating the concept Q of the very experience she 
has, she forms the belief that it is like Q to have this, demonstrating 
the red experience-type in question.

Thinking Marianna’s new piece of knowledge in terms of (P) is sup-
ported by certain syntactic and semantic relations between the senten-
tial constructions “S knows wh-…” and “S knows that…” For instance, 
“Jack knows who Mary is” is true in virtue of Jack’s knowing that Mary 
is so-and-so, and “Susan knows where Hector is” is true in virtue of Su-
san’s knowing that Hector is in such-and-such place. A plausible idea is 
that Marianna’s knowledge can be viewed as a special case which can 
be assimilated to this general scheme: Marianna knows what it is like 
to see red in virtue of knowing that it is like Q to have this, demonstrat-
ing a red experience.13

I would like to make two points regarding the nature of the new piece 
of knowledge captured by (P). First, the new knowledge in question is 
not to be confused with the stipulative sort of knowledge Marianna 
might acquire upon getting acquainted with the phenomenal quality 
instantiated by experiencing red. Marianna might simply call the phe-
nomenal quality she experiences  ‘Q’ and acquire the piece of knowl-
edge expressed by the sentence “I name this quality ‘Q’.” It is clear that 
gap). Type-B materialists account for the existence of the alleged epistemic gap by 
reference to the special epistemic and semantic properties of phenomenal concepts. 
This is what is also known as “the Phenomenal Concept Strategy” (PCS) in the 
literature. The proponents of the recognitional reply to the Knowledge Argument 
are Type-B materialists in Chalmers’ sense. Perry (2001) explicitly argues that 
the recognitional progress Mary makes through having red experiences is partly a 
matter of acquiring a new phenomenal concept of having red experiences. See also 
Tye (2000). I will specify how what I have to say about RS bears on PCS in general 
in the fi nal section of the paper.
12 Surely concept formation is a much more complex process than merely attending to 
the qualities in the subject’s view. However such complexities need not concern us in 
this paper and the very rough account sketched above will suffi ce for our purposes.
13 Rosenthal writes: “Knowing ‘wh’ abstracts from the full content of one’s knowledge; 
one knows what something is only if one knows that it’s an F” (2004: 193). It is also 
worth noting that the locution “it is like” in (P) does not mean “it resembles” just as 
the locution “it is like” does not mean “it resembles” in the context of “what it is like 
to see red.” Nagel writes: “[The] analogical form of the English expression “what it 
is like” is misleading. It does not mean “what (in our experience) it resembles,” but 
rather ‘how it is for the subject himself.’” (1974: 440, fn. 6). Reading “what it is like” 
as “what it resembles” is what Lewis (2004) calls “the fi rst way to miss the point” 
of the Knowledge Argument among the six ways it specifi es. The sense in which 
Marianna does not know what it is like to see red before she is presented with the 
red slide is the same as the sense in which she does not know, before she is presented 
with the red slide, that it is like Q to have this, demonstrating the experience-type 
in question.
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the knowledge thus expressed does not pose any threat to physical-
ism. However, the new piece of knowledge expressed by the that-clause 
in (P) does not concern a “merely linguistic” fact but a worldly fact 
about her experience of seeing red. That piece of knowledge is acquired 
through predicating the novel concept Q of her experience and it is 
not relevantly different from the pieces of knowledge Marianna can ac-
quire through predicating that concept to her subsequent experiences 
of seeing red. The fact that the token of the experience-type of seeing 
red through the having of which Marianna acquires the concept Q is 
the same as the token experience of which she predicates that concept 
should not obscure the point that the new knowledge she acquires does 
not concern a fact about her decision regarding the use of language but 
a fact about her experience.

Second, in order for (P) to pose a challenge to RS, it must be shown 
that the piece of knowledge that is expressed by the that-clause it con-
tains is not knowledge of an identity (Recall that RS claims that the 
novel piece of knowledge acquired through seeing red is knowledge of 
an identity and as such does not threaten physicalism). In the next 
section, I will argue that the piece of knowledge captured by (P) is not 
knowledge of an identity. For the moment, however, I wish to argue 
that Chalmers’ construal of Perry’s account as an attempt “to analyze 
phenomenal knowledge as a sort of indexical knowledge” (2004: 184) 
obscures much of the point of RS. Chalmers argues that Perry thinks 
that the only sort of concept that can be acquired through experiencing 
is a demonstrative concept that functions to pick out whatever sort of 
experience one is currently attending to. According to Chalmers, there 
are also non-demonstrative “qualitative concepts of experiences” (2004: 
185), which can be acquired through experiencing and are involved 
by the crucial new knowledge that the knowledge argument turns on. 
By a qualitative concept of an experience, Chalmers means the same 
sort of concept as Q involved by (P).14 Chalmers argues that Perry’s (or 
more generally RS’s) failure to recognize qualitative concepts such as 
Q results in his (or its) exclusive focus on “the relatively uninteresting 
indexical knowledge” (2004: 185) that the experience usually caused by 
red things is this, where this is a demonstrative concept of red experi-
ences. For Chalmers, “the substantive, non-trivial” (2004: 185) knowl-
edge that the experience usually caused by red things is Q (Chalmers’ 
candidate for the crucial new knowledge central to the knowledge argu-
ment) is simply neglected by Perry and RS.

There are a couple of points I would like to make on behalf of RS. 
First, RS need not and does not deny that there are qualitative concepts 
of experiences that can be acquired through experiencing. In his re-
sponse to Chalmers, Perry emphatically puts  it that Chalmers’ demon-
strative concepts are “not my [his] candidate for Mary’s [new] concept” 
(2004: 219) and that “in thinking of the experience in this new way, 

14 See fn. 10 above.
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she is not thinking of it as ‘this experience’” (2004: 221). Accordingly, 
RS need not and does not deny that there are substantive (cognitively 
signifi cant) pieces of knowledge that can be acquired through experi-
encing. According to RS, just as one’s coming to know, after Dretske 
introduces himself, that that is Dretske, involves a substantive piece of 
knowledge, what one might acquire through experiencing might simi-
larly involve a substantive piece of knowledge. This is because new 
knowledge can be substantive without necessarily involving knowledge 
of new facts. Second, the central point of RS is that the crucial substan-
tive piece of knowledge acquired through experiencing, the new knowl-
edge involving qualitative concepts, is knowledge of an identity and as 
such does not pose any threat to physicalism. No purported objection to 
RS that does not explicitly counter this very point gets off the ground. 

An interesting result appears to follow if (P) captures what Mari-
anna comes to know after having red experiences. There are indeed two 
knowledge arguments, rather than one, which can be distinguished 
with reference to the two items of knowledge that someone situated in 
a monochromatic environment from birth appears to lack. First, such a 
person lacks the piece of knowledge expressed by the that-clause in (P): 
the knowledge that it is like Q to have this, where this picks out a red 
experience-type. The fi rst Knowledge Argument runs roughly like this: 
One who knows everything physical there is to know may still lack the 
knowledge that it is like Q to have this, where this picks out a red expe-
rience-type, and hence physicalism is false. Second, she  also lacks the 
knowledge that Q is what it is like to see red. The second Knowledge 
Argument goes roughly like this: One who knows everything physical 
there is to know may still lack the knowledge that Q is what it is like to 
see red, and hence physicalism is false.

Having the second piece of knowledge mentioned above implies hav-
ing the fi rst but not vice versa. Just like the fi rst piece of knowledge, the 
second piece of knowledge intuitively requires having an experience 
of seeing red. But there is more to the second item of knowledge than 
what is required to have the fi rst. Through her experience of the red 
slide, Marianna knows that it is like Q to have this, where this picks 
out the red experience-type, but does not know that Q is what it is like 
to see red; while through her experience of ripe tomatoes, Mary knows 
both. The difference between the two stems from the fact that unlike 
Mary, Marianna is not in a position to recognize her red experience-
token as an instance of the red experience-type because such a recogni-
tion requires either having experiences of paradigmatically red objects 
like ripe tomatoes or being told by others that pointing at the red slide, 
that is red, or something to that effect.

A suggestive model which explains how Mary happens to recognize 
her experience of red as an experience of red goes like this: when Mary 
sees ripe tomatoes, she learns that it is like Q to have this, where this 
picks out the red experience-type. What is common to Mary and Mari-
anna’s cases is this stage of epistemic progress. However, Mary also 



 E. Demircioglu, Recognitional Identifi cation 335

knows that what she sees are ripe tomatoes (after all, she can tell by 
the way they look to her), and combined with her knowledge that her 
perceptual apparatus works normally and ripe tomatoes induce red ex-
periences in normal perceivers, she infers that this is an experience of 
red.15 Hence, she gains an item of knowledge which Marianna lacks.

The fact that the item of knowledge that Mary and Marianna both 
acquire upon experiencing red is propositional is important because 
that means that that item of knowledge, as I have argued, can be prop-
erly deployed in a knowledge argument against physicalism. Hence if 
RS fails to account for that item of knowledge then it cannot be con-
sidered as a tenable physicalist reply to that argument. In the follow-
ing section, I will argue that the fi rst epistemic stage that Mary and 
Marianna both go through is not, or does not consist in, recognition 
of an identity and hence RS cannot account for the item of knowledge 
acquired at that stage.

4. The Nature of the Two Epistemic Stages
Before addressing the question of whether the fi rst epistemic stage con-
sists in recognition of an identity, the question I want to raise is this: 
what exactly is it that Mary knows in addition to what she and Mari-
anna both know about the experience of red? How substantive is the 
extra epistemic progress Mary makes, that is, does she come to know 
a new fact about the world Marianna does not know? I think these are 
the questions RS can be properly interpreted as addressing. Let us con-
sider the following more closely:

(1) Q is what it is like to have this experience.
(2) QR is what it is like to see red.

(1) is uttered by Marianna when she is shown the red slide. And, sup-
pose that she also knows (2) when she is in her room: she knows that 
there is something it is like to see red, and her textbooks call it ‘QR’.16 
What she does not know is:

15 One may argue that Mary’s knowledge is non-inferential because she does not go 
through any conscious inferential process in her mind. I am inclined to reply that 
there are unconscious inferences as well as conscious ones and Mary’s inference 
can be the former if not the latter. Nothing much hangs on this, however. What 
is important is that there are different stages of epistemic progress in the cases 
specifi ed and we need an account which explains how one passes from one stage to 
another.

16 One may question whether we can reasonably build the assumption that Mary 
learns about the subjective character of seeing red, QR, into our formulation of the 
knowledge argument. Rosenthal writes: “Unless we’ve established independently 
that QR is itself physical, Mary’s learning about it may well be learning about 
something physical…Only if we’ve shown that QR is physical can Mary’s textbooks 
teach her about it. It’s question begging to build that assumption into our formulation 
of the knowledge argument” (2004: 195–6). The anti-materialist requires, Rosenthal 
argues, that Mary’s textbook knowledge be exclusively physical, and if QR is non-
physical, then Mary learns about something non-physical in her room and this 
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(3) Q is QR.17

On the other hand, Mary knows (3) in virtue of knowing that this (the 
experience type demonstrated by her and Marianna) is a red experi-
ence. That is, what she knows but Marianna does not know is the fol-
lowing:

(4) This is a red experience.
RS argues for two distinct claims: fi rst, (4) is a piece of recognitional 
knowledge of an identity; second, failing to recognize identities does not 
have ontological costs: just as Perry’s failing to know, demonstrating 
Dretske that that is Dretske is merely a failure to recognize an iden-
tity and thus does not have any ontological implications, Marianna’s 
failing to know (4) is failing to recognize an identity and thus does 
not have any ontological implications. RS holds that Marianna already 
knows a fact identical to the fact expressed by (4) in some other way 
(for instance, she knows that a red experience is a red experience) just 
as Perry knows a fact identical to the fact that that [demonstrating 
Dretske] is Dretske in some other way (for instance, he knows that 
Dretske is Dretske).18

obscures any new non-physical knowledge she might get on fi rst consciously seeing 
red. I think this is a reasonable worry about Perry’s formulation of the knowledge 
argument, and if, as Rosenthal suggests, Mary cannot learn about QR in her room, 
then Perry’s thesis that Mary’s new knowledge is knowledge of an identity does 
not even get off the ground. I grant in this paper that Mary can learn about QR in 
her room, and I will show that granting even this much does not save RS. See also 
Perry’s (2004) response to Rosenthal.

17 It is worth making a point that supplements my discussion in the previous 
section of Chalmers’ infl uential interpretation of RS. (3) captures what Mary comes 
to know after seeing paradigmatically red objects. Indeed, the content of (3) is one of 
Perry’s candidates for the content of Mary’s crucial new knowledge (see Perry (2001, 
chap. 7: 145–50)). If this is so, then RS cannot viewed as an attempt to assimilate 
phenomenal knowledge to indexical knowledge given that there are no demonstrative 
concepts involved in (3).

18 One may wonder how Perry accounts for the cognitive signifi cance of identities 
such as (3) and (4). Perry argues that in order to appreciate the cognitive signifi cance 
of identities, one must reject “the subject matter assumption,” according to which 
“the rational content of a belief is the conditions its truth puts on the subject matter 
of the belief, the objects the notions and concepts in the belief are of” (113–4). 
However, rejecting the subject matter assumption is, Perry argues, not rejecting the 
notion of content. In fact, for Perry, we need not jettison content but discover more 
of it, i.e., we need different kinds of truth-conditions (which he calls “refl exive truth-
conditions”) as a part of the rational content of a belief in order to account for the 
cognitive signifi cance of beliefs about identities. Refl exive truth-conditions are, as 
Perry defi nes them, not merely conditions on the subject matter but “conditions on 
the utterances or thoughts themselves” (21). By appealing to refl exive contents, Perry 
tells us, we can capture differences in contents of beliefs that are not captured by 
holding the subject matter assumption. The merits of Perry’s “refl exive-referential 
account of content” for the cognitive signifi cance of identities need not be assessed in 
this paper because the piece of knowledge that is really problematic for physicalism 
is, as I will argue, not of an identity.
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In order to argue against RS, one need not raise objections against 
the account it provides for the epistemic progress Mary makes when 
she gets the information in (4). This is because an attempt to under-
stand Mary’s entire epistemic progress in terms of acquiring a piece of 
recognitional knowledge of an identity rests essentially on a failure to 
distinguish different pieces of knowledge Mary gains when she sees ripe 
tomatoes: the one that she shares with Marianna and the other one 
she has but Marianna lacks. The latter might be a bit of recognitional 
knowledge of an identity and hence be devoid of ontological implications; 
but, as I will now argue, the former is not recognition of an identity and 
hence that RS cannot account for the fi rst epistemic stage.19

What are the conditions under which a piece of recognitional knowl-
edge of an identity is acquired? A natural suggestion is this. A condi-
tion for a given subject to acquire a piece of recognitional knowledge 
of an identity is that she has (at least) two concepts of the same thing. 
The acquisition of recognitional knowledge of an identity occurs when 
the subject recognizes that there is only one thing, rather than two, her 
concepts are about. Perry acquires a piece of recognitional knowledge of 
an identity upon his recognition that this (person) and Dretske are not 
two different things but one and the same thing. This is also what hap-
pens to Mary when, at the second epistemic stage, she recognizes that 
Q and QR are not two different things but one and the same thing.

Now does anything like Mary’s recognition that there is only 
one thing, rather than two, her concepts are about occur at the fi rst 
epistemic stage? I think the answer is defi nitely “No.” Nothing like rec-
ognizing an identity occurs at the fi rst epistemic stage because, at that 
stage, Mary does not recognize that Q is QR, and recognizing that Q is 
QR (what else?) is what Mary has to do if she is to be conceived as ac-
quiring a piece of recognitional knowledge of an identity.

One may reasonably raise the question of what sort of information 
Mary acquires at the fi rst epistemic stage if it is not a piece of recog-
nitional knowledge of an identity. I think the answer to this question 
is already implicit in the account given in the previous section. What 
Mary learns at the fi rst epistemic stage is that the experience-type that 
is referred to by her demonstrative concept this has a certain quality, 
one which is referred to by her novel concept Q. There is no recognition 
of an identity here but recognition that the experience-type that is con-
19 Stalnaker also holds that there are indeed two different epistemic stages Mary 
goes through upon seeing a ripe tomato and raises doubts as to whether RS is 
properly applicable to the fi rst epistemic stage. He writes: “It is at stage one that the 
problematic cognitive achievement—the learning “what it is like” to see red − takes 
place. But it is at stage two…that Mary receives information that this color is red, 
the information that is analogous to the information that Perry received, that this 
person is Dretske. So even if the analogy could help to explain what is learned at 
stage two, it is not clear that this would be relevant to the original puzzle.” (2008: 44) 
However, Stalnaker does not go far enough to make a defi nite claim that RS cannot 
account for the fi rst epistemic stage and hence leaves unanswered the question of 
why it cannot account for that stage.
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ceived by Mary as the object of her demonstration has a certain quality, 
which is non-demonstratively conceived as Q. The piece of knowledge 
Mary shares with Marianna is recognitional because the concept Q is a 
recognitional concept, which she deploys to introspectively identify her 
red experiences, and also because correct applications of recognitional 
concepts yield recognitional knowledge. However, not all recognitions 
are recognitions of identities: some are recognitions of property-instan-
tiations. And it is the latter type of recognition under which Mary’s 
progress at the fi rst epistemic stage falls.

Typically, perceptual experiences have many properties. A given 
perceptual experience might have, for instance, the property of being 
caused by red things under such and such circumstances, the property 
of being the favorite experience of most people located in such and such 
part of the world, the property of having such and such beliefs as ef-
fects, and so on. In addition to all these relational properties, the per-
ceptual experience in question might have a specifi c subjective charac-
ter, a qualitative feature in virtue of which there is something it is like 
to undergo that experience. The phenomenal concept Q involved in (P) 
is a concept of the qualitative feature of the experience of seeing red, 
a novel concept that Mary acquires through having that experience. 
Mary gains a special sort of access to the property picked out by Q in 
virtue of having the experience of seeing red, which is what explains 
its novelty.20 Of course, a commitment to special access does not entail, 
without further argument, a commitment to unique access. More spe-
cifi cally, it does not entail without further argument that the property 
picked out by Q cannot be picked out by the concepts Mary acquires in 
her room. Indeed, the concept QR that Perry stipulates is had by Mary 
while she is still in her room is designed to pick out whatever Q picks 
out. However, as I have argued above, no recognition of the identity 
that Q is QR occurs at the fi rst stage of Mary’s entire epistemic prog-
ress, and no other identity seems relevant. The fi rst epistemic stage is 
rather to be characterized by Mary’s predicating the novel concept Q, 
which is of the qualitative feature of the experience of seeing red, of the 
experience she undergoes. If this is so, Mary’s fi rst-stage knowledge 
does not have the form ‘x is y’ but the form ‘x is an F’. 

A question in the vicinity that calls for an answer is this: how does 
my objection to RS bear on the prospects of the Phenomenal Concept 
Strategy (PCS) in general?21 As I see it, RS can be plausibly considered 
as a version of PCS since it subscribes to the central claim of PCS that 
there are some special, phenomenal concepts of experiences (or their 
subjective characters) the acquisition of which is not guaranteed by the 
acquisition of physical concepts. However, RS also makes the further 

20 Perry writes: “[T]here is a way of attending to a subjective character that is 
possible only when one is having an experience of which it is the subjective character” 
(2001: 145).

21 See fn. 11.
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claim that the knowledge that characterizes Mary’s entire epistemic 
progress is knowledge of an identity, something like ‘Q is QR’. This is 
what distinguishes RS from other (and perhaps more popular) versions 
of PCS. This further claim about the form of the crucial new knowledge 
Mary acquires through experiencing is not essential to PCS. A non-RS 
version of PCS can consistently claim that the knowledge in question 
is of the form ‘x is an F’ while holding that concepts Q and QR pick out 
the same property. That is, such a version might hold that it is true 
that Q is QR without claiming that knowledge of this truth character-
izes Mary’s crucial new knowledge (or her entire epistemic progress). 
The objection that I develop against RS in this paper is not, and is not 
intended as, an objection to a non-RS version of PCS conceived along 
those lines.22

To sum up the upshot of the paper: once the two epistemic stages 
one might undergo through experiencing red are clearly distinguished, 
it is easy to see that Mary’s entire epistemic progress cannot be under-
stood merely as coming to recognize an identity. Since the fi rst stage 
of the entire epistemic progress in question involves a piece of propo-
sitional knowledge that is not knowledge of an identity, RS fails as a 
response to the knowledge argument.23
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G. E. L. Owen, in his infl uential paper “Inherence,” talks of “vink,” a 
name he has created for a particular shade of the color pink, and this 
“vink” serves as an individual in the Aristotelian category of quality. 
Owen was one of the fi rst to aim to discredit the belief that J. L. Ackrill 
and his camp espoused, the belief that Aristotle thought that “general 
attributes are not in individuals, particular attributes are not in more 
than one individual.” I postulate that there is nothing here that does not 
preclude the existence of transferable nonsubstantial particulars, and 
base this view on passages from Aristotle’s Categories and certain ex-
amples found in Ammonius’s commentary and On Colors. Given this, 
a nonsubstantial particular of “vink” would not have to rely on having 
inhered in just one particular body to have existence, however, it would 
have to inhere in at least one particular body.

Keywords: Universals, particulars, Owen, Ackrill, Aristotle.

G. E. L. Owen, in his infl uential paper “Inherence” (Owen 1965: 97–
105), talks of “vink,” a name he has created for a particular shade of the 
color pink, and this “vink” serves as an individual in the Aristotelian 
category of quality.1 Owen was one of the fi rst to aim to discredit the 
belief that J. L. Ackrill and his camp espoused, the belief that Aristotle 
thought that “general attributes are not in individuals, particular at-
tributes are not in more than one individual” (Owen 1965: 100).

1 “…analogous to Socrates in the category of substances” (Owen 1965: 98). Owen 
replaces the word Aristotle used, leukon, which represents all light colors, with the 
word pink, for no single English equivalent exists for leukon. “Leukon covers all light 
colors as melan covers all dark colors: that is why the commonplace that all colors 
range between or are composed of leukon and melan (Cat. 12a17–19, Phys. 188b3–5, 
DA. 442a12–13) is sense…” (Owen 1965: 98).
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Owen claims that, given Aristotle’s schema, something must contain 
an individual, such as “vink,” if the individual is to exist at all (Owen 
1965: 105). Here “vink” represents a fully determinate universal-type 
color,2 a repeatable entity that could be shared among more than one 
particular body. It is included as an individual by Owen because he 
viewed it as not being “said of” anything else. Michael Frede has offered 
his interpretation by saying that it is a suffi cient condition that an indi-
vidual, such as “vink,” be found in body in general (Frede 1987: 60–61). 
Given both Owen’s and Frede’s interpretations, it could be inferred that 
a color, such as “vink”, would inhere in particular bodies as a universal-
type entity, due to the view that it is able to manifest in a number of 
particular bodies.

Owen’s and Frede’s interpretations are both different than that of J. 
L. Ackrill’s, Michael Wedin’s (Wedin 1993: 163–164) and others’ which 
view an individual as a trope-like, that is non-recurrent, nonsubstan-
tial particular. However, Owen, Frede and Wedin all agree on the in-
terpretation that a quality inhering in a particular body does not entail 
that the quality could not exist without that particular body.

So, a major issue is how, according to Aristotle, a quality is individ-
uated in a particular body; for the color “vink,” this calls into question 
how it is manifested in a particular body, such as me. The question of 
whether or not a particular “vink” is particular insofar that it belongs 
to a particular body goes to the heart of the matter; if the particular 
body stopped existing, would that particular “vink” as well? I believe 
that this would not have to be the case. A relevant passage here is Ar-
istotle’s Categories 1a24–25:

By “in a subject” I mean what is in something, not as a part, and cannot ex-
ist separately from what it is in.3

Interpreting this passage in the way it appears Frede does produces 
the following:

x is an accident = df there is something, y, such that x is in y, x is not in y as 
a part, and x cannot exist separately from y (Matthews 1989: 96).

I fi nd that there is nothing in this interpretation that does not pre-
clude the existence of transferable nonsubstantial particulars. Given 
that this is the case, a nonsubstantial particular of “vink” would not 
have to rely on having inhered in just one particular body to have exis-
tence, however, it would have to inhere in at least one particular body. 
A possible example of this would be when color from a particular body 

2 Aristotle is not specifi c about whether the general nature of color is that of a 
universal, but it can be inferred, as Owen has, given Aristotle’s general schema of 
universal to particular.

3 There are not too many places in which Aristotle makes a “distinction 
between being in a subject and being said, or predicated, of a subject” (Cat. 
1a20–b9, 2a11–14, 2a27–b6, 2b15–17, 3a7–32, 9b22–24; Postpred. 11b38–12a17, 
14a16–18; Top. 127b1–4). It is typically within these bounds that the whole 
theory of what it means to be “in a subject” is played out in.
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is transferred to another, such as is what happens with color dyeing; a 
similar example comes from Ammonius’s commentary on the Catego-
ries. More on these examples will follow. In my next section, I produce 
the traditional view.

I
Ackrill believed that Aristotle’s notion of color in body was “compressed 
and careless” (Aristotle [Ackrill’s notes] 1963: 83) when Aristotle stated 
that:

All the other things are either said of the primary substances as subjects or 
in them as subjects. This is clear from an examination of cases. For exam-
ple, animal is predicated of man and therefore also of the individual man; 
for were it predicated of none of the individual men it would not be predi-
cated of man at all. Again, color is in body and therefore also in individual 
body; were it not in some individual body it would not be in body at all. Thus 
all the other things are either said of the primary substances as subjects or 
in them as subjects. So if the primary substances did not exist it would be 
impossible for any of the other things to exist.4

Ackrill read this passage from the Categories as stating that color as 
a universal would be found in a particular body. However, he believed 
that Aristotle did not really mean what he wrote there, that is that he 
had mistakenly written it. He further interpreted Aristotle as having 
meant to say that a nonrecurrent “instance” of color would be in and 
dependent on a particular body and that universal color would be in 
and dependent on universal body. Thus, universal color would not be in 
a particular body for it did not depend on it (Aristotle [Ackrill’s notes] 
1963: 83).

So, according to Ackrill’s view, the universal-type “vink” would be 
found in a universal body and could not exist apart from it, and simi-
larly, an instance of the color “vink” would be found in a particular body 
and could not exist apart from that particular body. On this defi ni-
tion, each instance of “vink” would be uniquely associated with a par-
ticular body and transfer of that certain instance to another particular 
body would not be possible, that is, that certain instance was viewed 
as inseparable from the particular body it inhered in. An instance of 
“vink” that had inhered in my sweater thus could not be transferred 
my dress.

Although I agree with Ackrill’s reasoning that universal color would 
not be found in a particular body, I am not convinced that Aristotle had 
Ackrill’s idea of instance in mind.

II
Matthews, in his characterization of Frede’s interpretation of Aristo-
tle’s “in a subject” condition, includes a scenario where a person may 

4 Cat. 2a34–2b6.
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have a grandmother in their class who is not their grandmother, but 
rather the grandmother of another person. In this way it is demon-
strated that not every subject that an accident inheres in is a subject 
that it could not exist without (Matthews 1998: 96).

I agree with Matthew’s characterization of Frede, and I agree with 
both Frede and Matthews, as well as Owen, that universal color would 
still exist even if a particular body, which color had inhered in, had 
ceased to exist. However, I disagree with the notion that color as a 
universal inheres in a particular body. Rather, I postulate a view here 
that universal color inheres in universal body, and particular color in-
heres in particular body as a nonsubstantial particular, in that this 
particular color would not have to rely on just one particular body to 
have existence, that is, it could change subjects.

An example that I present in this section is found in a passage 
in a work entitled On Colors.5 This work had traditionally been at-
tributed to Aristotle but is now often ascribed to Theophrastus (c. 
371—c. 287 BCE), Aristotle’s designated successor at the Lyceum 
(Kuehni and Schwarz 2008: 32), or Strato (c. 335—c. 269 BCE), the 
third director of the Lyceum after Theophrastus’s death. Outside of 
the question of whether Aristotle was the actual writer, it is regard-
ed by many to be Aristotelian in nature (Desclos and Fortenbaugh 
2011: 307, see also Edel 1982: 157 and Thomson and Missner 2000: 7). 
Even so, there are still some issues that need to be addressed when 
applying this example in support of my view that a nonsubstantial 
particular may be capable of transferring from one particular body 
to another.

The example is as follows—with regards to the entire process of 
dyeing, a particular object is moistened or heated and some of the 
color of that object is then transferred to another particular object. 
For a time then, no matter how brief, the color is transported by a 
liquid or by heat to a new particular object. The original particular 
object would continue to exist, with the same type of color or a less 
intense hue of the type of color that had transferred, dependent 
on the particular object’s substance and pore-structure.6 The color 
that has now transferred to another particular object may blend 
into the original color of this object due to this particular object’s 

5 On Colors, 794a16–b10. A part of the pertinent passage from On Colors is:
All dyed things take their color from the dye. Common sources of such 

coloration are the flowers of plants and their roots, bark, wood, leaves, or fruit, 
and again, earth, foam, and inks. Sometimes coloration is due to animal juices 
(e.g., the juice of the purple fish, with which clothes are dyed purple), in other 
cases to wine or smoke, or lye mixture, or to sea-water, as happens, for instance, 
to the hair of marine animals, which is always turned red by the sea. In short, 
anything that has a color of its own may transfer that color to other things, and 
the process is always this, that color leaving one object passes with moisture 
and heat into the pores of another, which on drying takes the hue of the object 
which the color came.

6 This is suggested by On Colors, 794a16–b10.
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substance and pore structure, so it is possible that after dyeing, this 
object may end up with a color that is not the exact color that was 
transferred.7

Notwithstanding, however, it is clear that the color that came from 
one particular object had transferred into another particular object. 
The question is, what is the ontological picture behind this occurrence? 
Has some of the original particular object, the host of the color, been 
transferred with its color to another particular object? Another exam-
ple from a later Greek commentary on the Categories may be useful in 
thinking this through.

The example of dyeing found in the passage from On Colors happens 
to be similar to an example that Ammonius (c. 435/445—c. 517/526 CE) 
had presented in his commentary on the Categories (Matthews 1989: 
91–104). Ammonius’s example had to do with the fragrance of an apple 
and how it appeared to exist separately from the apple. However, ac-
cording to Aristotle, that which is in a subject could not exist sepa-
rately from what it is in. One of Ammonius’s solutions to this puzzle, 
which is a repetition of a solution that had previously been put forth 
by Porphyry (232—309 CE), is that some fragrance of the apple had 
transferred from the apple into the air. This solution, called the “tense 
solution” by John Ellis, “allows particular accidents to migrate to other 
subjects” and maintains “that a particular accident must always be in 
some subject” (Ellis 1990: 291–292). The tense solution, as explained by 
Porphyry and echoed by Ammonius, is:

For neither did he [Aristotle] say, “cannot exist separately from that in 
which it was,” but “cannot exist separately from that in which it is.” For the 
fragrance can be separated from that in which it is, though it is impossible 
[for it] to exist separately on its own, but it either perishes or is transferred 
to another subject. For that it is inconceivable for an accident to exist sepa-
rately on its own, this he indicated, but not that it cannot be separated (Ellis 
1990: 291–292).

Ammonius also adds to this that it is perhaps our sense of smell that 
picks out the fragrance of the apple.

Matthews places more stock in the tense solution than another that 
Ammonius seems to favor (although this may be disputed) (Matthews 
1989: 100; Ellis 1990: 291–302),8 which Ellis calls the “effl uence solu-
tion” (Ellis 1990: 293). The effl uence solution has the fragrance fi rst 

7 On Colors, 794a16–b10.
8 Ammonius never states that he favors the effl uence solution, he just wrote 

more lines about this solution than the tense solution. It may be that he felt he did 
not have to write as much on the tense solution since it was an already established 
and well-known solution. That is, Ammonius may have been listing and explaining 
solutions rather than attempting to provide a point of view on which solution to favor. 
Later medieval solutions move away from the tense solution to more psychological 
solutions, but this may be due to the particular evolution of solutions to the fragrance-
in-apple problem and changes in cultural and scientifi c thought, rather than efforts 
to provide a direct refl ection of what Aristotle might have had in mind as a solution 
during the period in which he lived.
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in the apple, then in bits of the apple that are carried along with fra-
grance into the air.

In this case, the apple, which is the host of the fragrance, somehow 
has a part of itself broken up into bits, with those bits carried into the 
air; this is postulated in order to preserve the view that an accident 
could not exist separately from its particular body. However, as Mat-
thews keenly points out (Matthews 1989: 100), the effl uence solution 
is not the relevant solution to ensure this is the case, for the fragrance 
could indeed exist separately from the particular body of the apple. 
Particular bits of apple separated from a particular apple are like par-
ticular toes separated from a particular man. Particular toes are not 
equivalent to a particular man, and similarly, particular bits of apple 
are not equivalent to a particular apple.

The tense solution allows for a transfer of a particular accident from 
one particular body to another particular body; this solution does not 
appear to allow for the simultaneous sharing of a particular accident 
among two or more particular bodies. The effl uence solution, on my and 
Matthews’s interpretation, allows for a transfer of a particular acci-
dent from one particular body (a particular apple) to a particular entity 
(that is, a particular bit from a particular apple; I am clear not to call 
this a particular body, for it would be hard to imagine a universal bit 
of apple as part of Aristotle’s ontology). Even though the transfer of the 
particular fragrance in the effl uence solution is not due to any action 
on the particular fragrance’s part, rather it is the particular subject 
in which it inheres itself that appears to have actively changed, the 
particular fragrance has nonetheless been transferred. In addition to 
the tense solution, the effl uence solution also does not appear to allow 
for the simultaneous sharing of a particular accident in multiple par-
ticular bodies.

Both the tense solution and the effl uence solution may be seen to 
apply to the “transfer of color by dyeing” example. In the version uti-
lizing the tense solution, the nonsubstantial particular shade of color 
that is transferred from one particular body to another particular body 
is fi rst transferred via some particular moisture or particular heat in 
which the particular color inheres. Then, this particular color is trans-
ferred once more to another particular body, the particular body that 
will be dyed by that particular color.

With the effl uence solution, the nonsubstantial particular shade of 
color which is inhering in the original particular body then inheres in 
bits of the original particular body that have been separated from that 
body, which in turn are situated in some particular moisture or partic-
ular heat. After this, the particular color inhering in particular bits of 
the original particular body is transferred to another particular body. 
Any issues of dye fading or running out of this particular body after the 
dyeing process are not relevant, for in the effl uence solution case, it is 
the transfer of the nonsubstantial particular shade of color between the 
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original particular body and the bits of the original particular body that 
are important. However, as in the “fragrance-in-apple” example, an is-
sue that may never be resolved is exactly what kind of entity would Ar-
istotle have thought a bit of apple was. Although, it is clear to me and 
others such as Matthews that a particular bit of apple is not equivalent 
to the particular original whole apple it had separated from.

III
Man, the universal, is said of a particular man. On my view, a fully 
determinate, universal-type color, such as “vink”, is said of a nonsub-
stantial particular of “vink”. This nonsubstantial particular of “vink” 
inheres in a particular body and may be transferred. I believe that color 
in general, moreover, is said of any of the determinate, universal-type 
colors that range in shades between leukon, all light colors, and melan, 
all dark colors.

To summarize, I interpret Aristotle to say that without some par-
ticular body or other, there would be no universal body, no color in gen-
eral, and no color in particular. Furthermore, this color in particular 
is a nonsubstantial particular that is capable of being transferred, and 
only a nonsubstantial particular can inhere in some particular body.

In contrast, Wedin interprets Aristotle’s schema as allowing non-
substantial universals to inhere in particular bodies, while also allow-
ing for “the nonrecurrent status of nonsubstantial particulars” (Wedin 
1993: 164). Examples provided by Wedin of these phenomena would 
have been helpful, for it is diffi cult to grasp the dynamics of how they 
could appear in nature, and thus appears far-fetched; as a result, I do 
not believe Wedin’s structure is what Aristotle had in mind. In anoth-
er opposing view, Cresswell theorizes that Aristotle believed that all 
whiteness was only individual whiteness, with no whiteness in general 
existing (Cresswell 1975: 244–245); this view does not seem to fi t with 
Aristotle’s notion of a general ontology.

Conclusion
I have postulated that Aristotle, according to the Categories and bol-
stered by certain examples found in Ammonius’s commentary and 
On Colors, found that universal color inhered in universal body, and 
that colors as nonsubstantial particulars inhered in particular bod-
ies, though not necessarily inhering in any one particular body, and 
furthermore, that colors as nonsubstantial particulars may have the 
capability of transferring from one particular body to another particu-
lar body. So, on my interpretation, the universal-type “vink” would be 
found in universal body, and a nonsubstantial particular “vink” would 
be found in some particular body or other and may have the capability 
to transfer from one particular body to another.
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