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           Bruce Aune 
            

AGAINST  MODERATE  RATIONALISM∗∗   

An increasingly popular position in epistemology is moderate rationalism.  As expounded by such writers 

as George Bealer, Laurence BonJour, and Alvin Plantinga, this form of rationalism differs from the tradi-

tional variety found in Descartes or Spinoza principally in admitting the fallibility of intuition, which both 

forms take to be the ultimate source of a priori knowledge and justification.1  In my view this new form of 

rationalism is really no better than the old one, and in what follows I shall support this assesment by criti-

cizing the case that a leading proponent of moderate rationalism has recently made for the idea that intui-

tion provides a satisfactory basis for a priori knowledge. 

 Traditional rationalists defended their position by an unsupported appeal to the truth of what they 

considered intuitively self-evident.2  It seemed to them that any rational person who attentively considered 

such propositions as Nothing could both have and not have a certain attribute at the same time or Nothing 

could be simultaneously both red and green all over could simply “see” that they are true.  This way of 

justifying the rationalist’s practice of accepting such propositions as a source of knowledge is not sufficient 

for moderate rationalists.  If some of the propositions that distinguished philosophers have judged to be 

intuitively obvious are now acknowledged to be false or dubious--for example, Frege’s axiom of abstrac-

tion or the principle that every occurrence must have a cause--then the practice of accepting such proposi-

tions cannot be approved without further support.  Laurence BonJour has acknowledged this point in his 

recent book, emphasizing that his rationalist practice must be capable of a “dialectical” defense.3  As he 

sees it, the initial plausibility of intuitive obviousness as a good but fallible basis for thinking something 

true must be supplemented by a criticism of opposing views concerning a priori knowledge and justifica-

tion and by a rebuttal to objections raised by those who defend such views. 

 One might wonder how a dialectical defense of this kind can possibly show that moderate rational-

ism actually delivers a priori knowledge.  Success in refuting objections to a view merely shows that the 

view has not been shown to be false or erroneous; and success in opposing alternative views merely shows 

that the alternatives are false or badly defended.  Neither procedure warrants the conclusion that the de-

fended view is actually true or acceptable. 
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 In fact, BonJour does not attempt to prove that we have a priori knowledge; this is something he 

simply assumes.  He attacks Quine’s arguments against the existence of such knowledge,4 and he also ar-

gues that if we do not have a priori knowledge, we do not have any knowledge, a consequence he regards 

as “massively implausible from a common sense or intuitive standpoint.5   His case for moderate rational-

ism is essentially an attempt to show how a priori knowledge is possible.  Put in contemporary terms, his 

dialectical argument is pretty much an “inference to the best explanation,” with a priori knowledge (or cer-

tain examples of it) the datum to be explained.6   His rebuttals to objections and his attacks on alternative 

views function, in any case, as attempts to accomplish the two crucial tasks that this kind of inference re-

quires.  In rebutting the objections he tries to show that intuition (or rational insight, as he prefers to call it) 

does in fact provide a satisfactory “explanation” for our possession of the relevant knowledge,7 and in at-

tacking alternative views he tries to show that it explains it better than they do.   

 The only significant alternative to moderate rationalism (if Quine’s view is rejected) is what Bon-

Jour calls “moderate” empiricism, a view restricting a priori knowledge to analytic truths.  BonJour sub-

jects this alternative to thoroughgoing criticism.  In what follows I shall argue that BonJour’s dialectical 

argument fails in both of the tasks I mentioned.  Intuition does not adequately explain our knowledge (to 

the extent that we have it) of the relevant truths, and BonJour’s criticism does not adequately dispose of 

moderate empiricism, a version of which can account for that knowledge in a satisfactory way. 

Rationalist Examples Involving Color 

 How does intuition account for our knowledge of a priori truths?  BonJour offers the following as 

his initial response to the proposition that nothing red all over can simultaneously be green: 

First, I understand  the proposition in question.  This means that I comprehend or grasp the property 

indicated by the word ‘red’ and also that indicated by the word ‘green’, that I have adequate concep-

tions of redness and greenness....  Similarly, I understand the relation of incompatibility or exclusion 

that is conveyed by the rest of the words in the verbal formulation of the proposition, together with the 

way in which this relation is predicated of the two properties by the syntax of the sentence.  Second, 

given this understanding of the ingredients of the proposition, I am able to see or grasp or apprehend in 

a seemingly direct and immediate way that the claim in question cannot fail to be true--that the natures 

of redness and greenness are such as to preclude their being jointly realized.    It is this direct insight 
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into the necessity of the claim in question that seems, at least prima facie, to justify my accepting it as 

true.8  

Just how do the natures of redness and greenness preclude their being jointly realized?  BonJour explains 

this seven pages later: 

It is in the natures of both redness and greenness to exclusively occupy the surface or area that in-

stantiates them, so that once one of these qualities is in place, there is no room for the other; since 

there is no way for the two qualities to coexist in the same part of the surface or area, a red item can 

become green only if the green replaces the red” (p. 108). 

 It seems to me that the passages just quoted disclose two incompatible models of what is going on 

when one supposedly sees that nothing red can also, at the time, be green.  One model, the official one, is 

perceptual:  redness and greenness are somehow presented to consciousness, and one sees their incompati-

bility directly.  The other model is more discursive.  Seeing a thing A, one realizes that it is by nature a 

certain sort of thing--an exclusive occupier, with respect to a certain class of properties, of a surface or area.  

Seeing another thing B, one realizes that it has a similar nature:  it too is an exclusive occupier, with respect 

to the same class of properties, of a surface or area.  Since one sees that A is different from B, one then 

concludes that no surface or area can be both A and B at the same time.  How one realizes that A and B are 

exclusive occupiers in this way is not obvious on this model; but when it is achieved, the conclusion that A 

and B cannot occupy the same surface at the same time is reached by a patently valid form of reasoning.9 

 Of the two models, I think the second, discursive one is far more realistic than the first one.  I also 

think that the conclusion drawn is not adequately accounted for by the moderate rationalist’s view.  Never-

theless, I shall proceed to attack BonJour’s official view that the relevant incompatibility is intuitively ap-

prehended, leaving till later a discussion of the reasoning that might be brought to bear on such an incom-

patibility.  To prepare the way for my attack on the official view, I want to discuss an example of my own, 

which makes it easier to see that the relevant incompatibilities cannot be ascertained by an act of mental 

insight.  I shall return to the example involving red and green a little later. 

 Before presenting my example, I should mention that if colors are conceived of in an empirically 

realistic way, the idea that we can directly grasp their natures has no plausibility at all.   The reason for this 

is that the nature of physical color is not presented to the senses in the way that common sense might sup-
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pose.  Its nature is as theoretical as that of H2O, and there is considerable disagreement about how it is best 

described.10  To give the rationalist’s position a fair run for its money, I shall therefore assume a more phe-

nomenal conception of color.  I shall assume, that is, that our conceptions of colors pertain to the qualitative 

features that we are aware of when we look at colored objects.  What we are thus aware of will not include 

what is true of the micro-structure of a colored object’s surface or what sensory experiences standard ob-

servers will have when they see a colored object. 

 It will be helpful to embed the example I want to discuss in a little story about two people, Mary 

and Harry, who are not philosophers but who often argue about matters of philosophical interest.  They are 

intelligent and independent-minded, but their color-vocabulary is somewhat modest.  On a visit to an arbo-

retum, they observe a shrub with a color they have not seen before.  An attendant tells them that the color 

of the shrub is chartreuse.   On the way home they begin talking about it. 

 Mary says she regards chartreuse as greenish yellow and therefore a kind of yellow.  Harry regards 

it as yellowish green and therefore a kind of green.  They argue a little.  Harry says they can find out who is 

right by consulting a dictionary when they get home.  When they consult their dictionary, their disagree-

ment remains, because the entry for “chartreuse” says “a clear light green with a yellowish tinge,”11 and 

Mary says this doesn’t describe the color of the bush they saw:  that bush was not a clear light green.  She 

then adds, “Maybe the color of the bush was not chartreuse; maybe the attendant didn’t really know what 

chartreuse is.  But the resolution of our problem should not depend on what anyone else says, anyway.  We 

are concerned with how we are going to classify the color we saw, and our classification doesn’t have to 

agree with the classification of anyone else--if anyone else did ever classify that particular color.  I still 

want to say that it is greenish yellow, and since greenish yellow is a shade of yellow, I say it is yellow.”  

Harry is stubborn and wants to say chartreuse is a kind of green, but he also wants to placate Mary; so he 

says “Let’s say it is both green and yellow.”  He continues:  “Things that are greenish yellow or yellowish 

green have varying amounts of both yellow and green, so in a sense they are both green and yellow all 

over.  Since we (you and I) can’t very well measure the relevant amounts of both these colors in chartreuse 

(how could this be done anyway?), it is useless to continue arguing about whether it is really yellowish 

green or greenish yellow.  Let’s just say it is both and be done with it.” 
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 Mary doesn’t like Harry’s proposal.  “It is a necessary truth,” she says, “that nothing can be both 

yellow all over and green all over (or yellow and green in the same place) at the same time.  I read this in a 

philosophy book.”  Tom has read philosophy books, too, but he doesn’t like Mary’s apparent dogmatism.  

So he becomes philosophical in his own way. “I am not Humpty-Dumpty,” he says, “but in this case we 

can certainly resolve our disagreement by a stipulation.  We are not disagreeing about a matter of fact.  We 

are not concerned to agree with how someone else--some “authority”--describes the color we have seen.  

Anyone who speaks English will agree that that color contains both green and yellow.  As far as we are 

concerned, we can adjust our color vocabulary to accommodate the new color in four different ways.  We 

can say it is (a) greenish-yellow, a kind of yellow, (b) yellowish-green, a kind of green, (c) both yellow and 

green all over (for both are admittedly there--all over), or (d) we can say that it is some new color (just call 

it “the problem color”) that is made up of various proportions of yellow and green. 

 A convinced moderate realist would no doubt be unimpressed with Harry’s remarks; certainly 

BonJour would not concede that they undermine his position.  Instead of employing words as generic as 

“yellow” and “green” or “red” and “green,” BonJour could support his case (as he did in one passage) by 

referring to two different shades of blue.12 I shall postpone my discussion of possible responses to my ex-

ample, for Harry’s remarks, whatever their dialectical limitations, bring out certain facts that are very im-

portant for the basic issue dividing rationalists and empiricists. 

 Perhaps the most striking fact disclosed by Harry’s remarks is that he and Mary can resolve their 

dispute by stipulating how they are going to use certain color words.  There is nothing inherently wrong, I 

should say, with any of the alternatives Harry mentions.  If they stipulate that the color they are concerned 

about is to count as a shade of yellow, they are adjusting the extension of their adjective “yellow” so that it 

covers this case.  If they give it a new name, they are stipulating that the new name applies to it.  And if 

they decide to call it both yellow and green, so that the bush they saw can be described as both yellow and 

green in their senses of these words, they are stipulating that they are now using “yellow” and “green” in 

such a way that their extensions overlap in a certain region of color space, a region containing the color of 

the bush they saw. 

 The dispute between Mary and Harry would not have arisen if “yellow” and “green” were not, in 

their dialect, significantly vague.  A vague predicate, as others have observed, is one that is clearly applica-
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ble to certain things, clearly inapplicable to certain other things, and neither clearly applicable nor clearly 

inapplicable to further things.13  Owing to their semantic indeterminacy for a range of possible cases, vague 

words such as “yellow” and “green” should not, in my view, be regarded as corresponding to discrete prop-

erties, least of all to simple and unanalyzable ones, as G.E. Moore thought.14   If a semantic correlate is 

needed for “yellow,” it is better conceived of as a fuzzy set whose “positive” members include numerous 

shades of yellow (no doubt thousands of them) of various degrees of brightness and saturation blended with 

variety of other colors.15  The set is fuzzy because its membership is not categorically defined: things be-

long to it in greater or lesser degrees. 

 If we take the vagueness of generic color words seriously, we must acknowledge that the reality to 

which we apply a word like “green”—the reality consisting of the items belonging to the relevant fuzzy sets 

in a significantly positive degree—is enormously complex and cannot be taken in by a single act of mental 

vision.  We must also acknowledge that the relations between such realities cannot possibly be taken in 

immediately, by an act of rational insight.  The grasping and apprehending that moderate realists speak of 

must therefore be an illusion in cases where the “properties” are as generic as red or green.  If we succeed 

in bringing anything pertinent to mind when we think we are “grasping” greenness, we are perhaps doing 

what Hume says we always do:  we are perhaps bringing to mind some determinate property (in this case 

some shade of green, such as the color of a shamrock, which “represents” other shades for us).  I say “per-

haps” here because I am uncertain about what we can actually succeed in bringing to mind in such a case: 

the grasping and apprehending rationalists speak of is really foreign to me.  I am, however, certain--very 

certain--that no phenomenologically unified, generic color property is ever before anyone’s mind at a par-

ticular time.  No single greenness is ever presented that can be immediately apprehended as incompatible 

with yellowness--and no greenness that can be immediately apprehended as incompatible with redness.  

The fact that reds and greens do not mix, or cannot be compounded, does not support the thesis of moderate 

rationalism.16 

 I noted earlier that BonJour might be willing to rely on examples involving more determinate 

properties than red, yellow, or green.  In a passage I referred to he mentioned the darkish blue colors of two 

books on his desk; both are darkish blue, he says, but not quite the same shade.  Although he has no spe-

cific names for these blues, he nevertheless claims to know directly that nothing could have both of them 



 7

all over at the same time.17   One thing missing in his discussion of the example is any mention of what 

individuates the shades, what determines where in the spectrum one shade ends and another begins.  This is 

an important matter, because without some discussion of it a dispute of the sort Mary and Harry had about 

their problem color could arise here as well.  

 Suppose Hilda recognizes a shade C which encompasses both shades of BonJour’s darkish blue.  

Why couldn’t some instance of C (one in which the shades overlap) be truly described as having both 

shades of blue at the same time?  This possibility couldn’t be dismissed merely on the ground that such an 

instance of C would be immediately distinguishable from either of the shades, because any candidate for 

something simultaneously exemplifying two colors is bound to look different from something exemplifying 

just one of them.18   If BonJour declares that according to the classification scheme he is tacitly adopting, 

nothing could count as having one of these shades if it also has another, he would eliminate the possibilities 

I have mentioned, but he would do so only by means of a stipulation concerning his mode of classification; 

he would not be appealing merely to the appearance of the shades themselves.  Nature is what it is, but it 

does not delimit extensions or draw distinctions for us.  This is something we do, however unconsciously, 

tacitly, or automatically. 

 The point I have just made also applies to colors far apart in the spectrum--for determinate colors 

as disparate as vermilion and Kelly green.  It may be physically impossible for a thing to have a mixture of 

these colors, but there is nothing inconceivable--nothing conceptually impossible--about it.  Of course, if 

one adopts the convention that an object can properly possess a determinate color just when it is indistin-

guishable in color from a paradigmatic sample of that color, one can immediately infer that if a thing is 

Kelly green, it cannot simultaneously be vermilion--for things with these determinate colors are patently 

color-distinguishable.  Yet this convention is not something we have to accept; in fact, it is not really ac-

ceptable without significant qualification, since (a) we don’t possess paradigmatic examples of every dis-

cernible color quality, (b) it is unlikely that vermilion and Kelly green are absolutely determinate (they no 

doubt have instances that are not indistinguishable in color), and (c) we sometimes cannot discern color 

differences in surfaces that we can know to be nonhomogeneous by inference from further observations 

(e.g., a foot-wide color-sample can appear homogeneous but differences may be discerned if it is folded so 

that its edges are brought together).  In practice, we do speak of differences in determinate color when we 
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can discern differences, and we generally deny differences when we cannot discern them.  But our practice 

here is not wholly precise or determinate:  If one person sees a difference where no one else does, there is 

no particular conclusion that has to be drawn.  Our practice could be made more determinate, of course; but 

a change in practice would be a change in tacit conventions, and it would support the conclusion that the 

color-incompatibilities urged by BonJour do not have the nonconventional status that he supposes. 

 Immediacy, Concepts, and Propositions 

 Earlier in the paper I said that BonJour’s remarks about seeing that nothing red can also be green 

disclose two different models of what is going on, a perceptual model and a discursive model.  What I have 

been saying obviously undermines the suitability of the perceptual model.  If there is any truth in the idea 

that one can in some sense “see” that nothing red can also be green, the relevant seeing must be based on a 

tacit inference.  I have just shown how a convention pertaining to the identification of determinate colors--

their sameness and difference--can support a conclusion about such colors, but I have done nothing to ac-

count for the apparent immediacy of the truths rationalists claim to see or intuit.  A return to the example of 

Mary and Harry may be instructive here. 

 If Harry accepted Mary’s solution to the problem of how to classify their problem color, he would 

agree that as they are now resolved to use them, “yellow” and “green” are mutually exclusive predicates.  

Anything classifiable by them as yellow will not count as green as they now understand “green,” and any-

thing classifiable by them as green will not count as yellow as they now understand “yellow.”  (As they 

now understand “green,” it will not apply to the color of the bush they saw; and as they now understand 

“yellow,” it will apply to that color.)  Having adopted these restrictions on their usage of “green” and “yel-

low,” they will not have to stop and think about what to say if they are asked to identify the color of the 

bush they saw.  They will say right off “That’s yellow,” and if they are asked “Isn’t it green?” they will be 

disposed to reply, “No; we regard it as yellow.”  They will not have to do any explicit inferring, at least so 

long as their decision about how to describe the bush is fresh in their minds.  Normal human beings have 

the ability to do this.  Mary and Harry’s decision will support the truth of their assertion “As we classify 

colors, the bush is  not green because it’s yellow,” but they will make the assertion spontaneously:  they 

will not have to reflect on their basis for it.   An analogous assertion of “If green, then not red” would be 
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equally natural and equally justified for anyone who uses “green” and “red” as mutually exclusive predi-

cates and, as a consequence of consciously doing so, conceives of green and red as incompatible colors. 

 A moderate rationalist hearing what I have just said might ask, “But aren’t the concept of green and 

the concept of red mutually exclusive independently of the way anyone uses words?”  I would respond by 

denying something that this person is assuming--namely, that that there is just one concept of green and one 

concept of red.  Even though (as it happens) green does not mix with red, both mix with all sorts of other 

colors and do so in various degrees of saturation and brightness.  There is no reason to suppose that every 

human being groups reds and greens together in just the same way.  If, like the fictional Mary, some actual 

people decide to classify chartreuse objects as greenish-yellow and therefore yellow, they will use “yellow” 

in a special way and conceive of yellow as encompassing chartreuse.  And if, unlike those people, I con-

ceive of chartreuse as a shade of green--if it is in the extension of “green” as I use that word--then my con-

cept of green will not be the same as theirs.  It will coincide with their concept in many if not most cases, 

but it will not be the same concept.  

  It is true that if I say “That bush is green,” people who speak English but do not classify greens as I 

do will report what I say to someone else by saying “Aune said that that bush is green.”  But this fact, 

which Tyler Burge has made so much of in his well-known article, 19 has no significance for the issue at 

hand here.  We customarily report what others say in indirect discourse by giving the words they use (or 

systematically revised versions of them) even when we know that we and they attach significantly different 

meanings to those words.20    We are not transmitting a discrete “content”; we are indirectly quoting a 

speaker’s words, using them in what traditional grammarians called “oratio obliqua”.21  A person who sin-

cerely believes that Jones meant that he didn’t do Y when he said “I didn’t do X” would nevertheless have 

to agree, if he believed that  doing Y is not identical with doing X, that Jones said that he didn’t do X.  

What Jones meant in saying this is obviously important if there is any question whether in so speaking he 

was telling the truth.  When we are concerned with lying and truth-telling, we are concerned with what 

people meant to convey, not merely with the words they happened to use. 

 The reader will observe that in describing the inference “If red, then not green” I was referring to 

sentences rather than propositions.  Moderate rationalists can be expected to object to this, for they gener-

ally insist that it is propositions, not utterances or sentences, that we can see to be true.22   By “proposi-
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tions” they normally mean structures containing properties, for it is by grasping these properties and seeing 

how they are related to each other that we are supposed to see that the propositions are true.23  Since I do 

not believe that vague generic predicates like “red” and “green” express discrete properties that can be 

grasped by a mental act, I cannot accept propositions so understood.  If propositions are understood differ-

ently,24 I would not have this difficulty with them, but I would still want to insist that sentences used by 

speakers (or writers) in particular contexts are primary bearers of truth and primary vehicles of logical (and 

other) implications.25  It is for such sentences that we have worked out truth theories, and it is sentences 

that contain the terms and predicates whose referents are established by the naming and classifying prac-

tices of appropriate speakers. 

 It is beyond the scope of an essay like this one to prove that the primary bearers of truth are not the 

sort of thing rationalists seem to have in mind.  (Actually, I doubt that such a thing could be proved any-

way.)  I can, however, support my opinion by a number of considerations that I regard as compelling.  I 

shall introduces some of these considerations now, and some in later sections of this paper. 

 The first consideration I want to mention is that, if adjectives such as “green” do express or other-

wise represent properties, the identity of those properties is fixed by the linguistic behavior of those who 

use the predicate; the property, independently identifiable, does not give a meaning to the predicate.  Again 

recall Harry and Mary.  If they decided to include chartreuse in the extension of “green,” the property ex-

pressed by their “green” (supposing that it does express a property) would be different from the property it 

would express if they had met their problem in a different way.  In excluding or including certain shades 

from a predicate’s extension, we impose a more or less determinate unity on something not inherently pos-

sessing it.  If the predicate can plausibly be said to represent (or express) a single property, we are, in a 

sense, creating that property by our classificatory practice:  we are singling out something that is not sin-

gled out by nature.  The fact that a thing can be discerned in nature does not show that it was not (or does 

not deserve to be counted as) a human creation.  The marble constituting the surface of Michelangelo’s 

David  was present in the marble slab from which the statue was carved, but Michelangelo nevertheless 

created that surface by his amazing artistry.  Singling out an extension (or partial extension) for “green” is 

no doubt a more natural, more instinctive, and less creative task than creating Michelangelo’s David, but it 

is nevertheless something only rational beings do:  it is not done by nature. 
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 The next consideration identifies a serious weakness in a key argument used to support the rational-

ist’s claim that certain truths can be grasped independently of any language. BonJour introduced his exam-

ple of the two shades of blue in support of this very claim.  Having identified two shades by reference to 

two books before him, he appeared to argue that since his color vocabulary (which he describes as “rather 

meager”) contains no names for these specific shades nor any other way of indicating them linguistically, a 

proposition about them that he can know a priori  but cannot adequately express in language is that nothing 

could have both of these colors all over at the same time.26   The trouble with this argument is that BonJour 

actually expresses the crucial proposition in language and does so in way that is as adequate for himself as 

“This pen is mostly white” is adequate for me now.  His reader doesn’t know the referent of his “these col-

ors” any more my reader knows the referent my “this pen,” but each of us knows what the referents of his 

own words are and each of us understands the sentences in which he has included those words. 

 In another passage BonJour quotes with approval A. C. Ewing’s claim that a person who is capable 

of forming visual images might well see the truth of propositions such as the one concerning green and red 

without having to put them into words.27  To accomplish such a feat the person would no doubt have to 

have the concept of incompatibility or exclusion (as BonJour implies in the passage I quoted on page 3 of 

this paper), and reflection shows that he or she would have to have further concepts as well: concepts of 

time, space, universality, thinghood, predication, and modality.  In other words, to grasp the truth in ques-

tion, one would have to be capable of thinking such thoughts as “No thing could be both red and green all 

over (or in the same place) at the same time.”  I suppose it is conceivable (at least if Wittgenstein was 

wrong about private languages) that someone could think such a thought without having a conventional 

language such as English or French, but I am wholly confident that one could not entertain all the proposi-

tions we are supposed to be capable of entertaining if one did not have a conceptual system that segments 

reality in the way that conventional languages do.  As far as mental representation is concerned, having 

such a conceptual system would be tantamount to having a language.  Its principal difference would con-

cern its suitability for recording data (making records) and communicating with others. 

Other Rationalist Examples 

 The criticisms I have made thus far are applicable to just a few examples involving color; they are 

favorite examples for moderate rationalists, but the acceptability of their view does not depend upon them.  
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Still, they are representative examples.28  To complete my case against moderate rationalism, I shall there-

fore consider two further sorts of representative examples.  One sort is represented by the transitivity of 

taller than; the other is represented by a logical truth (the principle of non-contradiction) and a logical rule 

of inference (modus ponens). 

 Some of the claims I have made about the red/green examples are also applicable to the one con-

cerning taller than.  For one thing, the relevant truth or “proposition expressed” is not as language-

independent as rationalists suppose.  To grasp the relevant truth one must have, if not a language, a concep-

tual system tantamount to a language, for the relevant necessary truth, appropriately spelled out, is very 

complex and requires many distinctions.   It is not sufficient to grasp taller than, is true of, and transitivity,  

and then apprehend their interrelations; one must be able to entertain the thought, “For any a, b, c, and t, if 

a is taller than b at t and b is taller than c at t, then a is taller than c at t,” for things can vary in their tallness 

over time.  But to comprehend what is thought here one needs concepts of quantification, individuality, 

predication, conjunction (between terms and formulas), conditionality, and, since the principle is said to be 

apprehended as necessarily true, both truth and necessity.   

 Another claim applicable to the taller than example is that the relevant predicate is actually vague.  

There is no doubt that Wilt Chamberlain is taller than Yogi Berra and that a dwarf is not taller than a giant, 

but there are many pairs of objects for which the question “Is A taller than B?” has no more definite an 

answer than “Is Tom bald?”  Can a frog be taller than a tadpole or a wristwatch taller than a ring? Can a 

mountain be taller than a hill?   Frogs, tadpoles, wristwatches, and rings have vertical dimensions, but they 

are not described as tall or short, and it is not clear that one can be taller than another.  As for mountains, 

they can be tall but not short, and hills can be high or low.   Can mountains and hills be compared for tall-

ness?  There is no definite answer to this.  One can measure the heights of a mountain and a hill and declare 

that the one with the greatest height is taller than the other, but this way of speaking is not standard, and not 

clearly right or clearly wrong.  The permissible arguments in the schema “x is taller than y” are not sharply 

demarcated.  Yet if taller than were a discrete, inspectable property, it should either be possessed by an 

ordered pair of objects or not possessed by it.  We should not have any undetermined cases. 

 The red/green and taller than examples have been seized upon by rationalists because they seem to 

be necessarily true and involve indefinable concepts.  If “red,” “green,” and “taller than” cannot be explic-
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itly defined, the specimen statements in which they appear cannot, it is thought, be “true by definition” and 

thus analytic;  the empiricists must therefore be wrong about the basis for their truth.  Yet our inability to 

define certain predicates, or find necessary and sufficient conditions for their application to suitable objects, 

need not be taken as evidence that such predicates connote indefinable properties, or any properties at all.  

Their application to objects may be justified by reference to properties--as when one justifies the applica-

tion of “bald” to a man because he may have the property of being utterly hairless.  But the property that 

does the justifying need not, as here, be the property supposedly expressed by the predicate.  No such prop-

erty may exist.  We decide to apply “bald” to bare scalps, to withhold it from hirsute ones, and to apply it to 

intermediate cases only with modifiers such as “slightly,” “nearly,” “almost,” and “kind of.”  The sentence 

“If a man has no hair growing on his scalp, he is bald” may be necessarily true at a certain time and in a 

certain context, but its truth does not depend on a property of baldness that an attentive mind can grasp and 

compare with other properties.  As I see it, many other necessary sentences are like this. 

 A number of interesting and important issues can be explored in connection with the examples I 

have been discussing, but I want to move on to some examples involving logical truths, for they raise prob-

lems of a special kind.  I explained that BonJour’s defense of moderate rationalism involved ruling out al-

ternative theories of a priori knowledge, moderate empiricism being the standard alternative.  Since I share 

BonJour’s view that we have some genuine priori  knowledge, I wish to defend a version of this standard 

alternative.  BonJour’s criticism of this moderate empiricism was that, in addition to being unable to ac-

commodate the examples concerning color and relative height, it could at best reduce some a priori  truths 

to others:  it could not accommodate (that is, justify) basic logical truths and basic rules of inference.29  As I 

see it, BonJour and other moderate rationalists cannot handle these examples any better than they can han-

dle the examples concerning color and height.  They cannot do so, moreover, for fundamentally the same 

reasons. 

 Consider the principle, or “law,” of non-contradiction.  Formulated in the usual way, “~(Φ & ~Φ),” 

it seems to be a very simple principle, a suitable object of intuitive insight, but the formulation is very mis-

leading.30  The ingredient letter “Φ“ is schematic; it stands in place of infinitely many formulas of infinitely 

varying complexity--and this infinite variety is a very inappropriate object of mental vision.  When we 

think about possible members of this infinity, some can be brought to mind that falsify the law unless quali-



 14

fications are made.  Suppose we consider two sentences, “A,” and “B,” the first inscribed in a circle and the 

second in a rectangle.  Suppose “A” is “The sentence in the rectangle is true” and “B” is “The sentence in 

the circle is not true.”  By obvious principles of logic and semantics we can easily derive the contradiction, 

“A & ~A”.  I am not saying that we cannot find reasons for disqualifying this case as a genuine counterin-

stance to the law of non-contradiction; I am saying that the task of finding such reasons shows the law to 

be, in its extreme generality, a very unsuitable object for a mental act of seeing. 31  Too many formulas are 

involved; too many considerations arise; too much cannot be determined prior to the examination of actual 

cases.32 

 For an example of an elementary rule of inference, consider modus ponens.  Again, the principle 

seems intuitively obvious; but if is stated in English, we can find possible counterexamples.  Here is one, 

discovered by Vann McGee.33  To appreciate it, recall that the 1980 presidential election was won by 

Ronald Reagan, a Republican, and that Jimmy Carter, a Democrat, was second and Anderson, a Republican 

running as an Independent, was third.   The example concerns this election: 

1. If a Republican wins, then if Reagan does not win, Anderson will win. 

2. A Republican wins (=does win). 

3. Therefore, if Reagan does not win, Anderson will win. 

The first and second premises seem obviously true:  Reagan won, and he and Anderson were the only Re-

publicans running in the election.  But the conclusion seems false.  The real race was between Reagan and 

Carter; Anderson was far behind.  So at the time of the election it would be false to say “If Reagan does not 

win, Anderson will win.” 

 There is some controversy about whether the argument here is a genuine counterexample to modus 

ponens.34  Its author, Vann Magee, thinks it is a genuine counterexample.  At least one writer, Christopher 

Gauker, thinks it is not a counterexample to modus ponens but thinks it can be converted into a counterex-

ample to modus tollens  by switching lines (2) and (3) and negating them both. 35  I think (for reasons I shall 

mention a little later) that, without some clarification of the English in which the argument is cast, it is im-

possible to say decisively whether it is or is not an acceptable counterexample.  I shall have more to say 

about the argument later; here I shall merely note that the disagreement about it supports my contention that 

the validity of modus ponens or modus tollens is not something that can plausibly be grasped intuitively by 
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an act of rational insight.  As before, too many formulas are involved; too many considerations arise; too 

much cannot be determined prior to the examination of actual cases.  

 If the examples that moderate rationalists take to support their view--and I have now considered four 

of them-- do not actually support it, it is reasonable to conclude that their view has little direct support.  On 

the other hand, if the critical part of BonJour’s argument is successful, moderate rationalists might contend 

that their view receives some indirect support from the inadequacy of empiricist views, which are the only 

available alternatives to theirs.  To counter this contention I shall therefore offer some criticism of Bon-

Jour’s criticism of moderate empiricism, the version implying that we do have some a priori  knowledge.  

As I see it, his criticism is entirely unsuccessful. 

An Empiricist Alternative to Moderate Rationalism 

 According to moderate empiricists, the truths they acknowledge to be knowable a priori  are ana-

lytic.36  As I noted, BonJour’s basic criticism of them is that at best37 they can do no more than reduce some 

a priori truths to others:  they may be able to show that Bachelors are unmarried is reducible to a logical 

truth by substitution of synonyms for synonyms, but they cannot say anything epistemologically helpful 

about the a priori justification (or truth ) of logical truths or logical rules of inference.38   This basic criti-

cism is clearly applicable to the conceptions of analyticity offered by Kant and Frege, which fall under the 

first conception that Quine discussed in his famous “Two Dogmas”39 article; but it is not applicable to the 

second and third conceptions that Quine discussed there.  The second conception--that analytic truths are 

“true by virtue of semantical rules”--was not expounded in a helpful way by Quine (who rejected  it), but it 

was fundamental to the thinking of his friend Rudolf Carnap, whom Quine considered “the dominant figure 

in philosophy from the 1930’s onward” 40 and whose writings BonJour did not consider.  Although (judg-

ing by his criticism) Quine seems to have missed the point of what Carnap was sometimes trying to say (I 

shall try to justify this remark a little later), I think Carnap’s writings on analyticity and his analytic practice 

make his conception reasonably evident to analytically-minded readers sympathetic with the aims of em-

piricism.41  Since the treatment I have suggested for the yellow-green and red-green examples accords with 

Carnap’s conception, as the approach I want to take to the principle of noncontradiction, the rule of modus 

ponens, and the taller than example also does, I shall elaborate upon it here.  I shall ignore the third con-
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ception (analytic truths are statements that are “confirmed come what may”), for I do not regard it as ac-

ceptable or even initially plausible. 

 A good way to bring out the plausibility of Carnap’s conception is to consider the logical examples I 

discussed earlier.  I shall begin with the supposed counterexample to modus ponens.  When I originally 

presented the example, I expressed the opinion that it is impossible to say decisively whether it is or is not 

an acceptable counterexample without some clarification of the English in which it is expressed.  The logi-

cal word if featured in it is clear in some respects, but it is not clear in others, for arguments containing it 

can be expressed in nonequivalent symbols.  Suppose we read the argument as having the following logical 

form: 

1. A Republican wins  ⊃ [~(Reagan wins)  ⊃  Anderson wins]. 

2. A Republican wins. 

3. Therefore, ~(Reagan wins)  ⊃  Anderson wins. 

Read this way, the argument is clearly not a counterinstance, for the conclusion is plainly true: it is logi-

cally equivalent to “Reagan wins  ∨  Anderson wins,” which is guaranteed to be true if it has a true con-

junct--and it does so in this case. 

 There are, of course, other ways of construing the argument.  When I presented it as an ostensible 

counterexample, I suggested that the conclusion is false because the real race was between Reagan and 

Carter, Anderson being so far behind as to be effectively out of it.  If the conclusion is read with this firmly in 

mind, it will appear to have a subjunctive force not captured by the horseshoe symbol.  Suppose, therefore, 

that we interpret the if ‘s  in the argument as representing the counterfactual conditionality expressed by 

David Lewis’s symbol “ →→.”42  On this interpretation the argument takes the following form: 

1*. A Republican wins   →→  [~(Reagan wins)  →  Anderson wins] 

2*. A Republican wins. 

3*. Therefore, ~(Reagan wins)  →→Anderson wins. 

Understood this way, the conclusion is no doubt false, for in the closest world in which Reagan does not 

win, Carter presumably wins instead of Anderson.  Yet the first premise is now false, and it must be true if 

the argument is to provide a counterexample.   The closest accessible world in which a Republican wins in 

1980 is the actual world, and in this world it is not true that if Reagan were not to win that election, Ander-
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son would.  Thus, when the vernacular if is replaced by the technical symbol “ →→“, the resulting argument 

also fails to provide an acceptable counterinstance to modus ponens. 

 Not all occurrences of if need be replaced by the same technical symbol, of course.  Two further 

arguments could be obtained if one of the following formulas were put in place of 1: 

4*. A Republican wins   →→  [~(Reagan wins)  ⊃ Anderson wins] 

5*. A Republican wins  ⊃  [~(Reagan wins)  →→ Anderson wins] 

If 1* were replaced by 4*, the result would not be an instance of modus ponens, however; for the conse-

quent of 4* differs from 3*.  If 1* were replaced by 5*, we would have an instance of modus ponens, but 

the first premise would not then be true.  5* is logically equivalent to the disjunction of “~(A republican 

wins)” and 3*, both of which are false.  Thus, on these further readings we still do not have an acceptable 

counterexample. 

 Other, nonstandard readings of the vernacular if are possible, and it is on one such reading that 

Christopher Gauker defends his counterexample to modus tollens.  The multiplicity of possible readings of 

the vernacular argument raises an important question: “Just what is modus ponens?”  A precise answer 

seems impossible here.  We can say that modus ponens is an argument form in which a conclusion q is in-

ferred from a premise p and conditional premise having p as antecedent and q as consequent; but since 

formulas of significantly different logical powers can be described as conditionals, argument forms of sig-

nificantly different kinds can count as instances of modus ponens, some lacking counterinstances and some, 

for all I know, having them.  The vernacular if is not so precise in meaning that only a single interpretation 

is possible for it even in a given context.  If we want to single out a definite class of argument forms in 

speaking about modus ponens, we shall have to restrict our reference to the argument forms that can be 

constructed from the vocabulary of some formal system or group of systems.  A “regimented” part of Eng-

lish may count as such a system, the precision (or logical determinacy) of its formulas depending on the 

way it is regimented. 

 It should be clear to the reader that the arguments I could confidently declare to be, or not be, coun-

terexamples to modus ponens contain logical symbols with precise interpretations.  The horseshoe symbol 

is not a common term whose meaning is determined by the linguistic behavior of ordinary speakers; it is a 

technical symbol whose logical properties are fixed by special conventions.  And it is not by reference to 
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the dictates of “total science” that we know “p ⊃ q” is logically equivalent to “~p ∨ q” or “~(p & ~q)”; it is 

defined as one or the other in standard systems of classical logic.  These definitions permit an exact as-

sessment of formulas whose implications are sufficiently parallel to those of certain vernacular statements 

to be considered the latter’s symbolic transcriptions, but the vernacular statements are far less determinate 

in what they assert.  Consider “Either something is red or everything red is green.”  A natural assessment of 

this statement is that it is a contingent truth, supported by the fact that red things obviously exist.  But if it 

is interpreted as adequately symbolized by the formula “∃xRx ∨ ∀x(Rx ⊃ Gx),” it is easily seen to be logi-

cally true, since “∀x(Rx ⊃ Gx)” is true if no x is R. 

 The rules by means of which we determine the truth or falsity of formulas are, in Carnap’s termi-

nology, “semantical” rules.  To apply them in a strict way, we have to know what formulas are acceptable 

substituends for the schematic letters in assertions such as the principle of noncontradiction.  Just as we 

freely stipulate what our technical symbols are to mean, so we freely stipulate what formulas our systems 

will contain.  Claiming to know whether “~(Φ &~Φ)” is true for all formulas that can replace “Φ“ without 

knowing what those formulas may be is risky and rash;43 but we can be certain that it is true in a logical 

system L if we stipulate that nothing will count as an acceptable substituend for “Φ“ in that system if it 

falsifies the schema.  Our semantical rules for “~“ and “&” show us how, given the meaning we attach to 

those symbols, we should evaluate formulas containing them (“~Φ“ is true just when “Φ“ is not true, and 

“Φ & Ψ“ is true just when both “Φ“ and “Ψ“ are true).  If, by these rules, a substituend for “Φ“ in “~(Φ & 

~Φ)” leads to falsity, that substituend is to be regarded as unacceptable or improper.  The truth of “~(Φ & 

~Φ)” is then ensured by the semantical rules governing the symbols contained within it. 

 Carnap, in “Quine on Analyticity,” a short paper written in 1952 and not published until after his 

death, said this:  “It must be emphasized that the concept of analyticity has an exact definition only in the 

case of a language system, namely a system of semantical rules, not in the case of an ordinary language, 

because in the latter the words have no clearly defined meaning.”44  In support of this claim he considered 

“Everything green is extended,” which rationalists commonly offer as an example of a sentence expressing 

a synthetic a priori  truth.  Quine had said that he thought his own hesitation to classify this sentence as 

analytic betrayed an incomplete understanding not of “green” or “extended” but of “analytic.”45  Carnap 
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expressed a very different view, saying that it seemed “completely clear” to him that the difficulty lies in 

the unclarity of “green”--specifically, in an indecision whether to apply the word to a single space-time 

point.  “Since one scarcely ever speaks of space-time points in everyday life,” he said, “this unclarity about 

he meaning (or intended application) of ‘green’ plays as small a role as the unclarity about whether the 

term ‘mouse’ should also be applied to animals which, apart from their greenness, are completely similar to 

the mice we know, but are as large as cats.”  This unclarity is unimportant for the practical purposes of eve-

ryday life, but it is vitally important for the philosophical question about the analyticity of “Everything 

green is extended.” 

 These words by Carnap express with minor qualifications the attitude I have adopted toward the 

examples that moderate rationalists commonly offer in support of their views.  The words used in formulat-

ing the examples belong to everyday language, and as they are normally used, they lack a clearly defined 

meaning.  Typically, they are vague (or semantically determinate) in important respects; their extensions as 

ordinarily used are fuzzy.  Intelligent, clear-headed people can disagree about their application to possible 

cases, and it is rarely possible for people to agree on precise definitions for them.  This is true even of 

hackneyed examples such as “bachelor.”  As Gilbert Harman observed, people are apt to disagree about 

whether this word is applicable to the Pope, who is male and not married in any ordinary sense, or to a man 

who has lived with a woman for several years without getting married.46    

 Since most ordinary words are vague, it is implausible to claim that, as routinely used by different 

speakers in different contexts, they express discrete determinate concepts or properties that philosophers 

can simply “analyze.”  The implausibility of this claim is, however, compatible with the assertion, which I 

take to be true,  that a generally vague word may be used to express something discrete and determinate in 

certain contexts.  When philosophers offer what Carnap called “explications” of philosophically pertinent 

words, they implicitly specify contexts in which familiar words have clarified or adjusted meanings.  The 

“definitions” some philosophers give are in fact best viewed as proposed explications.  We should not sup-

pose, as Matthias Steup does,47 that the “knows” in “s knows that p” denotes a unique property that phi-

losophers have been trying to analyze, with conspicuous unsuccess, for three decades; rather, we should 

suppose that they have been offering what are in effect proposals for how “s knows that p” (and translations 

thereof) should be understood, or read, in philosophical contexts.  Such proposals, when firmly rejected in 
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the light of “counterinstances,” are not shown to be false or mistaken, though errors or mistakes may have 

led to them.  They are shown to be more or less ill-advised, for they do not accord with the beliefs, assump-

tions, or expectations that those who speak of knowledge in philosophical contexts generally share.48   

 When a proposed explication of a word, or sense of a word,49 is adopted in a certain context, a read-

ing on which a sentence containing that word is analytically true is thereby specified.  “A brother is a male 

sibling” might therefore be taken to be analytically true in the context of a philosophical discussion of ana-

lyticity.  An explication, as I am using the term here, includes what might be called a partial explication or 

an adjustment in meaning.  If Mary and Harry agree that, as they are going to use “yellow,” their problem 

color will count as a shade of yellow, they are adjusting the meaning of “yellow” in the context of their talk 

about colors.  As a result of this adjustment and their use of the term “the problem color,” the conditional 

sentence “Anything having the problem color is yellow” is analytic in the context of their talk about color.  

Similarly, when Carnap in 1936 wished to introduce predicates for dispositions into the context of a techni-

cal language having the horseshoe as its sole symbol for conditionality, he was able to “determine” their 

meaning only incompletely, only “for certain cases,” by means of reduction sentences, a bilateral version of 

which had the form of “Q1  ⊃  (Q3   ≡  Q2),” where “Q1” and “Q2” represent old predicates of the language 

and the new predicate, “Q3,” is “determined” in meaning only for cases in which the test condition “Q1” is 

satisfied.50  Applied to the predicate “water soluble,” the reduction sentence would specify a necessary and 

sufficient condition for its applicability to cases in which something is immersed in water.  Its applicability 

to other cases would remain undetermined in basically the way that the application of “is bald” is undeter-

mined for cases in which a person showing a lot of scalp still has a significant amount of hair. 

 In his later writings on analyticity Carnap used the term “meaning postulate” for a formula express-

ing a partial explication of a word or symbol.  In his criticism of Carnap in “Two Dogmas...,”Quine seemed 

to object to this usage, saying: 

...given simply a notation, mathematical or otherwise, and indeed as thoroughly understood a nota-

tion as you please in point of the translations or truth conditions of its statements, who can say 

which of its statements rank as postulates?  Obviously the question is meaningless--as meaningless 

as asking which points in Ohio are starting points.  Any finite...selection of statements (preferably 

true ones, perhaps) is as much a  set of postulates as any other (p 35). 
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But Carnap was under no illusions about this matter.  Meaning postulates are postulates, he thought, only 

relative to a purpose, as Quine almost proceeds to say.  For the purpose of stipulating how a word or sym-

bol is to be understood (fully or in specified respects) in a certain context, Carnap relates the word or sym-

bol in a particular way to other words or symbols whose meaning is taken to be adequately understood al-

ready (for the purpose in question).  What is important for him is not the label “meaning postulate” but the 

stipulation that is recorded by the use of that label. 

 Carnap explained the point of a possible stipulation in his paper called “Meaning Postulates.”51  

Suppose a person constructing a certain system wishes to use the symbolic predicates “Bl” and “R” in a 

way corresponding to (but not necessarily the same as) the way “black” and “raven” are used in everyday 

life.   Speaking of such a person, Carnap says: 

 While the meaning of ‘black’ is fairly clear, that of ‘raven’ is rather vague in the everyday lan-

guage.  There is no point for him to make an elaborate study, based either on introspection or on 

statistical investigation of common usage, in order to find out whether ‘raven’ always or mostly 

entails ‘black.’  It is rather his task to make up his mind whether he wishes the predicates ‘R’ and 

“Bl” of his system to be used in such a way that the first logically entails the second.  If so, he has 

to add the postulate (P2) ‘(x)(Rx ⊃ Bl x)’ to the system, otherwise not 

 (p. 225). 

If the postulate P2 is added to the system, the person constructing it has thereby stipulated how, in the con-

text of the system, the predicate “R” is understood in relation to a symbolic predicate corresponding to 

“black.”  If “R” is applicable to a thing x, “Bl” must be applicable to it as well. 

 Gilbert Harman in “Analyticity Regained?” (op. cit., p. 399) says, “...stipulative definitions are as-

sumptions.  To give a definition is to say ‘Let’s assume for the time being that the following equivalence 

holds’.”  This is wrong.  Assumptions can be false; stipulative definitions cannot.  If I decide to use “raven” 

in accordance with the stipulation (holding for a certain context) that nothing non-black will count as a ra-

ven, I will not be proved wrong if something that might be called a raven in the ordinary sense--a bird in-

discernible from a raven except for being white--should be observed.  It would simply not be a raven in my 

stipulated sense.  Using my special terminology, I might call it a “schraven” and say that ravens and 

schravens in my sense of the words are pretty clearly subspecies of a distinct kind that might be called 
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“dravens.”  Seeing such a bird might move me to bring my special terminology more into line with com-

mon usage and to use “raven” as people ordinarily do.  But I would not have made an error in using “ra-

ven” as I formerly did. 

 When Carnap said (in a passage I quoted above) that the concept of analyticity “has an exact defini-

tion only in the case of a language system, namely a system of semantical rules,” he was thinking of an 

exact definition as the kind of definition that would correspond to Tarski’s definition of “is true” for a for-

mal language.  In “Meaning Postulates” Carnap  showed how he thought such a definition could be con-

structed for a formula tantamount to “Φ is analytically true in L.”  Although I am in fundamental agreement 

with Carnap’s approach to analyticity,  my own approach differs from his in what I think are relatively mi-

nor respects.  For one thing, I am not committed to giving the kind of definition that he gave.  For me, a 

much more informal procedure is sufficient.  If a sentence S is a logical consequence of stipulations (= 

formulas expressing what is stipulated) or meaning postulates accepted by a person or persons P for a con-

text C, then S is analytically true for P in relation to C.  For another thing, I am prepared to speak of ana-

lytic truth without explicit reference to stipulations or meaning postulates. 

 In view of what I have just said, I must answer two important questions if I am to offer a complete 

exposition of my conception of analyticity:  How can I justifiably describe some sentence as analytic with-

out explicitly referring to stipulations or meaning postulates?  And how can I justifiably describe logical 

truths as analytic?  The subjects of both questions are complicated and require extensive discussion, but I 

must limit myself here to some general remarks. 

 I begin with the first question.  Although I am most confident in relating analytic truths to explicit 

stipulations, certain implications of most words are so firmly embedded in the language (or in particular 

dialects of the language) to which they belong that any stipulation involving those words that does not pre-

serve those implications would universally be acknowledged by alert and attentive speakers of the language 

(or the dialects of it) to be odd, puzzling, or paradoxical.  If this condition is satisfied by a word or symbol, 

a sentence of the language clearly and unambiguously expressing the entrenched implications can reasona-

bly be regarded as analytically true for those alert and attentive speakers.  This explanation is vague in im-

portant respects, and in consequence the predicate “analytically true” (as I am using it) is also vague in cor-

responding respects.  This consequences is not damning because many if not most useful words are vague, 
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and almost every vague word has some firmly embedded implications.  One is given by “A thoroughly 

hairless person is bald.” 

 The clearest examples of logically true sentences are formulas containing logical symbols with pre-

cise interpretations; my remarks about “the” law of noncontradiction are sufficient to indicate how I think 

the truth of such statements can be justified or ascertained by reference to semantical rules, which provide 

the relevant interpretations.  The clearest examples of valid rules of logical inference also contain logical 

symbols with precise interpretations; my remarks about modus ponens are sufficient to indicate how I think 

the validity (the truth-preserving property) of such rules can be justified or ascertained by reference to se-

mantical rules, which provide the relevant interpretations of the symbols they contain.  Less clear but nev-

ertheless relatively unquestionable examples of logical truths and logical rules of inference can be identi-

fied by the considerations mentioned in the last paragraph.  If substitution instances of the schema “If Φ 

and Ψ, then Φ“ are restricted to formulas lacking vague predicates (see footnote 43) and problematic self-

reference (either of the indirect kind I described or of a more direct kind accomplished by demonstratives), 

they can no doubt be regarded as logically true in spite of the informal language in which they are ex-

pressed.  Such instances are only relatively unquestionable because surprises are always possible in a natu-

ral language.  An example is an instance that prompted the qualification I just made about demonstratives 

in connection with “If Φ and Ψ, then Φ.”  The example is, “If this clause is an antecedent and this sentence 

is written in English, then this clause is an antecedent.”  If an occurrence of “this clause” refers to the 

clause in which it appears, the example arguably falsifies an unqualified “If Φ and Ψ, then Φ“.52 

 There is a final point to consider, one prompted by a criticism that is commonly made of conven-

tionalist treatments of logic.  BonJour expresses the criticism in his attack on moderate empiricism.  He 

does so as follows: 

 ...once it is agreed that...the set of conventions is finite and the set of a priori  justifiable state-

ments infinite, there must be logical relations between the conventions and the further statements 

that determine the a priori status of the latter and that must themselves be justified a priori if the 

account is to work.  But the a priori  status of these logical relations...cannot itself be accounted 

for by those same conventions, on pain of obvious circularity (p. 57). 
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This argument is highly compressed and therefore difficult to set forth in detail, but it contains a serious 

flaw that deserves to be pointed out.53 

 To see the difficulty with the argument, assume that we are using a standard version of the sentential 

calculus, the rules for which are understood as freely adopted (but carefully-considered)54 conventions.  If 

the rules include conditional proof and disjunction introduction, we can by these means alone obtain an 

infinite set of logical truths.  By conditional proof we first derive “p ⊃ p” and then derive a potentially infi-

nite sequence of disjunctive formulas by adding disjuncts to this initial formula, running through the vo-

cabulary of the language in a systematic way. Thus we may drive “((p ⊃ p) ∨ q)”, “((p ⊃ p) ∨ r)”, “((p ⊃ p) 

∨ (q & r))”, and so on.  Since we obtain these formulas by constructing proofs for them in accordance with 

the rules of the system, we are entitled to accept them as theorems, that is, as derived logical truths.  Where 

is the circularity in this? 

 It is true that we do not obtain formulas of the form “Φ is true,” “Φ is L-true” or “Φ is true in all 

models of L.”  To prove formulas of this kind, we have to ascend to a metalanguage and use the logic as-

sumed there.  Some of the theorems of this higher-order logic will look a lot like the theorems of our object 

language, but they will not be the same theorems, for their schematic letters (their variables in some sys-

tems) will not have the same substituends.  So we shall not, strictly speaking, be involved in any circularity 

if we ascend to the metalanguage.55  But this ascent to the metalanguage should not really be necessary, 

anyway.  If we are prepared to accept the theorems of a metalanguage (assuming that we are happy with the 

logic used there), we should be prepared to accept the theorems of the object-language, for we have con-

structed rigorous proofs for those theorems.  We obtain those theorems by applying--by using--the rules of 

our object language.  We do not deduce the theorems from the rules.  The difficulty that BonJour speaks of 

does not arise for us.  It does not arise at the object language, and it does not arise at the meta level either. 

 When BonJour completed his criticism of moderate empiricism, he said he found it “shocking” that 

a view “as ill-defined, poorly defended, and [sic] in this way ultimately incoherent as moderate empiricism 

should have been held so long, so confidently, and often so complacently by so many philosophers” (p. 61).  

I cannot deny that many moderate empiricists have had a very poor understanding of the credentials of the 

epistemological position they were assuming, but I am certain that the same was not true of men like Car-
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nap:  he at least had a very clear idea of what he was doing.  I hope what I have said here increases the at-

tractiveness of moderate empiricism.  I think it is far preferable to the new rationalism.56 

 

Bruce Aune 

University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
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