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Before we address the question that forms the title of this paper – a question that Tyler Burge articulated, and famously and controversially answered in the affirmative
 – let’s begin by clarifying it.  Doing this will take considerable work, since we have to clarify what is meant by “entitlement”, what is meant by speaking of an entitlement’s being “a priori”, what is meant by speaking of this a priori entitlement being “preserved”, and finally, what is meant by speaking of its being so preserved “by testimony”.  In the course of clarifying these terms, we will locate the resources necessary for Burge to defend his view from a prominent recent criticism, a criticism that focuses on the fact that Burge regards the entitlements preserved by testimony as typically a priori.  But we will also find that Burge’s argument for his view can seem plausible to us only to the extent that we confuse entitlement with justification, and this is a confusion against which Burge himself warns.  

I’ll begin by saying what Burge means by “entitlement”, then proceed to clarify what is meant by speaking of an entitlement’s being “a priori”.  Next, I’ll discuss the notion of this a priori entitlement being “preserved”, and finally, I’ll say what it is for it to be preserved “by testimony”.  Once all that is on the table, we’ll then turn to the task of defending Burge’s thesis from the criticism of it that we find in Malmgren 2006.  This defense will help us to understand Burge’s view more clearly, and also help us to see that what’s implausible about Burge’s view has nothing in particular to do with his widely contested claims about the a prioricity of our testimonially preserved warrants.
  (Indeed, Burge may very well be right in claiming that testimonially preserved warrants are sometimes a priori.)  What’s implausible about Burge’s view has to do rather with his generally uncontested claim that testimonially preserved warrants are sometimes entitlements.
I.  Entitlement


So first, what property does Burge mean to denote by the term “entitlement”?  We can answer this question by sketching the ambitious theoretical picture within which the notion of entitlement is supposed to fit.

For Burge, animals, and their functional subsystems, have ends, goals, commitments, or functions.  The satisfaction of one of these ends, the attainment of one of these goals, the fulfillment of one of these commitments, or the successful performance of one of these functions is a good for the creature, or the functional subsystem, of which it is an end, goal, commitment, or function.  This is as true of the creature’s psychological subsystems as it is of the creature’s respiratory, circulatory, or reproductive subsystems:  each such system has a function, and the successful performance of that function is a good for the functional subsystem.  So, for example, a creature’s circulatory system functions to circulate nutrients to all of the creature’s cells, and the successful performance of that function is a good for the circulatory system.  (It is typically a good for the creature as well, but it need not be – for instance, the creature’s overall health or survival may, in some cases, depend on the starvation of a particular part of the creature’s body, and in that case what is a good for the circulatory system is not a good for the creature.)  Another example:  a creature’s representational system functions to provide correct representations.  And more specifically, a creature’s belief system functions to provide true beliefs.  While it may sometimes be good for a creature to have false beliefs, it is a good for the creature’s belief system to have true beliefs.

Now, given a creature’s habitat and its perspectival and other representational limitations, there will be some ways of forming beliefs that are, necessarily and a priori, likely (though not certain) to lead to true beliefs.  Beliefs that are so formed under normal circumstances in the creature’s habitat will themselves be, necessarily and a priori, likely (though not certain) to be true.  On Burge’s view, what it is for a creature to be warranted in forming beliefs in a particular way, or for a particular belief to be warranted, is just for that way of forming beliefs, or for that particular belief, to fall into the respective categories just described – the categories that necessarily and a priori involve likelihood of truth.  For a way of forming beliefs, or a particular belief, to enjoy the epistemic good warrant, is for it to be such that, in forming beliefs in that way, or in forming that particular belief, the creature is doing just what creatures so constituted should do, when under normal circumstances in their habitat, in order to attain true belief.  The epistemic good of warrant is in this way related to the belief system’s good of true belief.

 This is how Burge understands warrant.  But there are two kinds of warrant:  entitlement and justification.  Burge explains the difference between these two kinds of warrant in the following passage:
“The distinction between justification and entitlement is this:  Although both have positive force in rationally supporting a propositional attitude or cognitive practice, and in constituting an epistemic right to it, entitlements are epistemic rights or warrants that need not be understood by or even accessible to the subject.  We are entitled to rely, other things equal, on perception, memory, deductive and inductive reasoning, and on – I will claim – the word of others.  The unsophisticated are entitled to rely on their perceptual beliefs.  Philosophers may articulate these entitlements.  But being entitled does not require being able to justify reliance on these resources, or even to conceive such a justification.  Justifications… involve reasons that people have and have access to.  These may include self-sufficient premises or more discursive justifications.  But they must be available in the cognitive repertoire of the subject.”  (Burge 1993, 458 – 9)

This passage strongly suggests that Burge intends the distinction between entitlement and justification to be understood as follows:

If C is a creature and E is a warranted epistemic act or state of C’s, then C is justified in E if C can, upon reflection, offer an articulate reason for E.  If C cannot do this, then C’s warrant for E is an entitlement.

This interpretation of Burge’s distinction is corroborated by other passages, such as this:

“Entitlement is epistemically externalist inasmuch as it is warrant that need not be fully conceptually accessible, even on reflection, to the warranted individual.  The individual need not have the concepts necessary to think the propositional content that formulates the warrant.  …The other primary sub-species of epistemic warrant is justification.  Justification is warrant by reason that is conceptually accessible on reflection to the warranted individual.”  (Burge 2003, 504)

Unfortunately for his reader, at other points, Burge’s writing suggests – or at least may seem to suggest – a different distinction between entitlement and justification.  For instance: 

“An individual’s epistemic warrant may consist in a justification that the individual has for a belief or other epistemic act or state.  But it may also be an entitlement that consists in a status of operating in an appropriate way in accord with norms of reason, even when these norms cannot be articulated by the individual who has that status.  We have an entitlement to certain perceptual beliefs or to certain logical inferences even though we may lack reasons or justifications for them.  The entitlement could in principle presumably – though often only with extreme philosophical difficulty – be articulated by someone.  But this articulation need not be part of the repertoire of the individual that has the entitlement.”  (Burge 1996, 93 – 4)
In this passage, when contrasting entitlements with justifications, Burge says that entitlements consist “in a status of operating in an appropriate way in accord with norms of reason, even when these norms cannot be articulated by the individual who has that status.”  This passage may seem to some readers to suggest that Burge’s distinction between entitlements and justification should be understood as follows:

If C is a creature and E is a warranted epistemic act or state of C’s, then C is justified in E if C can articulate the norms according to which E is warranted.  If C cannot do this, then C’s warrant for E is an entitlement.

One problem with this second interpretation of Burge’s distinction between entitlement and justification is that, if this is how Burge intends to draw the distinction, then it makes it very hard to understand why Burge says what he does in the passages just quoted from Burge 1993 and Burge 2003.  A second and perhaps more serious problem is that, if this is how to understand Burge’s distinction between entitlement and justification, then justifications are possessed only by creatures that are capable of articulating the epistemic norms to which they are answerable.  But, given his other commitments, Burge cannot reasonably restrict so narrowly the range of creatures that can enjoy justifications.  For instance, Burge tells us that only creatures that have propositional attitudes can enjoy entitlements, but only creatures that are capable of justifying their propositional attitudes are capable of having such attitudes.
  Thus, if Burge were to claim that justifications could be enjoyed only by creatures that are capable of articulating the norms according to which their attitudes are warranted, he would be committed to claiming that entitlements could be enjoyed only by such creatures.  Now, Burge clearly and repeatedly states that young children and some non-human animals can enjoy entitlements.
  Therefore, if he were to claim that justifications could be enjoyed only by creatures that are capable of articulating the norms according to which their attitudes are warranted, he would be committed to the obviously false claim that young children and some non-human animals are capable of articulating the norms according to which their attitudes are warranted.  We should therefore avoid attributing to Burge the view that justifications could be enjoyed only by creatures that are capable of articulating the norms according to which their attitudes are warranted.

Why, then, does Burge 1996 contrast entitlements with justifications by saying that entitlements consist “in a status of operating in an appropriate way in accord with norms of reason, even when these norms cannot be articulated by the individual who has that status”?  I think this sentence should be understood not as suggesting that justification for believing that p requires the ability to articulate the norms of reason that make it appropriate for one to believe that p, but rather as suggesting that entitlement to believe that p requires the lack of such an ability.  When a believer is able to articulate the norms by virtue of which she is warranted, then her possession of that ability is sufficient, but not necessary, to her warrant’s being a justification:  in such a case, the believer can offer an articulate reason for her warranted act or state, and she can do this by citing the norm by virtue of which it is warranted.  Therefore, it is necessary, but not sufficient, for a warrant’s being an entitlement that the believer cannot articulate the norms by virtue of which she enjoys that warrant.  This means that it is sufficient, but not necessary, for a warrant’s being a justification that the believer can articulate the norms by virtue of which she enjoys the warrant.  On Burge’s view, as I understand it, a warrant is a justification whenever the believer can articulate the warrant.  In particular, if a believer is warranted in believing that p on the basis of an inference to her conclusion that p, then, for Burge, this is sufficient for the believer’s warrant for p to be a justification.


We’ve now said all that we’re going to say about what sort of property Burge means to denote by means of the term “entitlement”.  What makes an entitlement “a priori”?

II.  A prioricity


Whenever a creature C is warranted in an epistemic act or state E, there is something that makes C warranted in E.  In other words, there is something that constitutes C’s warrant for E.  Whatever this thing is that constitutes C’s warrant for E, either that thing includes C’s specific perceptual and sensory experiences, or it does not.  If it does, then C’s warrant for E is a posteriori (or, in other words, empirical).  Otherwise, C’s warrant for E is a priori.  I should note that this conception of the a priori is not entirely standard today (not that there is any conception of the a priori that is entirely standard today!).  It will be important to keep Burge’s conception of a prioricity in mind throughout this paper, especially since failure to keep it in mind has occasioned some misunderstanding among his critics.
Where I’ve spoken of what constitutes someone’s warrant, Burge speaks of what constitutes the “justificational force” of a warrant (i.e., a justification or an entitlement) – in doing so, of course, Burge is using the term “justificational force” more broadly than he uses the term “justification” (which he intends to contrast with entitlement).  Here’s how Burge explains a prioricity:  “A justification or entitlement is a priori if its justificational force is in no way constituted or enhanced by reference to or reliance on the specifics of some range of sense experiences or perceptual beliefs.”  (Burge 1993, 458)  And he elaborates on this formulation:  “An individual need not make reference to sense experiences for his justification or entitlement to be empirical.  My term ‘reliance on’, in the explication of apriority, is meant to acknowledge that most perceptual beliefs about physical objects or properties do not refer to sense experiences or their perceptual content.  Such beliefs make reference only to physical objects or properties.  But the individual is empirically entitled to these perceptual beliefs.  The justificational force of the entitlement backing such beliefs partly consists in the individual’s having certain sense experiences, or at any rate in the individual’s perceptual beliefs being perceptual.”  (Burge 1993, 460)

Notice that Burge’s distinction between the a priori and the a posteriori is a distinction that applies to warrants in general, and it cuts across the distinction between entitlements and justification.  So long as what makes C entitled to E does not include any of C’s specific perceptual or sensory experiences, C’s entitlement to E is a priori – although C might, of course, fail to know this, since she might not know, and not even have the ability to conceive of, what entitles her to E.  (Recall that entitlements need not be understandable by those who enjoy them.)  Therefore, C might have an a priori entitlement to E, even though C has no idea that she is so entitled, and is completely unable to offer any a priori justification for E.  So, even if we are entirely unaware of the a priori entitlements that we enjoy by virtue of testimony, this fact does nothing to tell against our enjoyment of such a priori entitlements.  Again, this point will become important later on, when we consider how Burge can defend his view against a recent criticism.
III.  Preserving entitlement
We’ve said what entitlements are, and what it is for an entitlement to be a priori.  Now, what is it for an entitlement, or any other kind of warrant, to be preserved?  Burge does not explicitly answer this question, but his remarks in Burge 1993
 suggest a partial answer.  In criticizing Chisholm’s conception of the role of memory in providing us with justification for believing the conclusions of long deductive arguments, Burge writes:

“If memory supplied, as part of the demonstration, ‘contingent propositions about what we happen to remember,’ the demonstration could not be purely logical or mathematical.  But the normal role of memory in demonstrative reasoning is, I think, different.  Memory does not supply for the demonstration propositions about memory, the reasoner, or past events.  It supplies the propositions that serve as links in the demonstration itself.  Or rather, it preserves them, together with their judgmental force, and makes them available for us at later times.  Normally, the content of the knowledge of a longer demonstration is no more about memory, the reasoner, or contingent events than that of a shorter demonstration.  One does not justify the demonstration by appeals to memory.  One justifies it by appeals to the steps and the inferential transitions of the demonstration.” (Burge 1993, 462)

In this passage, Burge is contrasting two different ways in which memory can be involved in furnishing us with inferential justification:  it can be involved by giving us justification for believing various contingent propositions about our memory, or it can be involved simply by preserving “the propositions that serve as links in the demonstration itself” along with “their judgmental force”, and it “makes them available for use at later times.”  But what is it to preserve a proposition, or its judgmental force?  Presumably, Burge means that our memory of the proposition can be preserved, along with our memory of the proposition’s being (as we judge) true:  just as I can now judge that 68 + 57 = 125, I can later on remember that 68 + 57 = 125.  It’s not simply that I will remember the proposition that 68 + 57 = 125 – rather, I will remember that 68 + 57 = 125.  What I remember – that 68 + 57 = 125 – has the same propositional content and the same judgmental force as my original judgment (i.e., the judgment that 68 + 57 = 125).


Besides preserving propositional content and judgmental force, memory also, according to Burge, makes propositions “available for use at later times”.  What does Burge mean when he speaks of such availability?  The context of Burge’s discussion suggests an answer:  memory makes a proposition available for use at later times if it preserves one’s warrant for the proposition, so that one continues to be in a position to draw warranted conclusions from the proposition.  Right now, as I judge that 68 + 57 = 125, I am justified in drawing the conclusion that 125 – 68 = 57.  But later on, as I remember that 68 + 57 = 125, I will still be justified in drawing the conclusion that 125 – 68 = 57:  whatever warrant attached to my earlier judgment also attaches to the later judgment.  The warrant is preserved, along with content and force, by memory.  

This is one example Burge gives of warrant preservation.  But, as we’ll see in our discussion of Burge’s views on the epistemology of testimony, it is not the only kind of warrant preservation that Burge countenances.  Warrants (whether entitlements or justifications) can be preserved in at least two different ways:  a warrant for a particular epistemic act or state can be preserved in memory from one moment to a later moment, and a person’s warrant for a particular epistemic act or state can be preserved in testimony from one person to another.  Inspection of Burge’s various cases of warrant preservation reveals that warrant preservation involves three elements:
First, there are two distinct epistemic acts or states.

Second, one of these two epistemic acts or states occurs because the other one does.

And third, the former epistemic act or state is warranted because the latter is.
In sum, whenever warrant is preserved, one epistemic act or state occurs and is warranted because another epistemic act or state occurs and is warranted.  I should make clear, by the way, that Burge does not tell us enough about warrant preservation to make clear whether the relation denoted by “because” in the third of the three conditions above must be a causal relation:  while warrant preservation involves a causal process, it’s not clear that the relation between the warrants themselves is a causal relation.  

I take the three conditions above to be necessary conditions of the phenomenon that Burge calls “warrant preservation”, but I do not know if they are jointly sufficient conditions.  Burge does not say enough to allow us confidently to specify fully, and in a non-circular way, what is involved in warrant preservation.  But for present purposes, this doesn’t matter:  we can make the points we need to make about Burge’s view without attempting to enumerate conditions that are both necessary and sufficient for warrant preservation.
Just as entitlement is one form of warrant, so entitlement preservation is one form of warrant preservation.  Entitlement preservation involves three elements:

First, there are two distinct epistemic acts or states.

Second, one of these two epistemic acts or states occurs because the other one does.

And third, the epistemic agent who is the locus of the former epistemic act or state is entitled to that act or state because the epistemic agent who is the locus of the latter epistemic act or state is warranted in that act or state.  (Notice that it is not specified whether the former epistemic agent is identical to, or distinct from, the latter.)

And again, while these three elements are necessary for entitlement preservation, they may not be sufficient for it.


Notice that, in specifying the third condition of entitlement preservation, I describe the epistemic act or state that is at the receiving end of the preservative process as being one to which its agent enjoys entitlement, whereas I describe the epistemic act or state that is at the initiating end of the preservative process as being one to which its agent enjoys warrant.  The kind of testimonial process that we will be interested in discussing here is a process that begins with an epistemic act or state that is warranted somehow or other (perhaps the warrant takes the form of justification, perhaps it takes the form of entitlement), and ends with an epistemic act or state that is warranted in a way that its epistemic agent need not be aware of:  in short, the sort of process that we will be interested in discussing here is a process that ends with an epistemic act or state to which its agent enjoys entitlement, and not (or not only) justification.  Once again, this point will become important later on, when we consider how Burge can defend his view against a recent criticism.
IV.  Preserving entitlement by testimony

I have said that entitlement preservation involves a causal process that begins with an epistemic act or state that is (somehow or other) warranted, and ends with an epistemic act or state to which its agent is warranted in a way that she need not be aware of, i.e., to which its agent enjoys entitlement.  On Burge’s view, there are at least two different kinds of causal process that sometimes have this profile.  One of those processes is preservative memory, and the other – the one that will concern us here – is testimony.  When Burge speaks of testimony, he means to denote an activity that may be, but is not necessarily, verbal – it is simply the activity of presenting something as true.  If, while performing in a musical, I utter the declarative sentence “the rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain”, I have not thereby offered any testimony.  If, while telling a joke, I begin by saying “A man walks into a bar”, once again I have not thereby offered any testimony.  But if you ask me how many endowed chairs are in my department, and I say nothing but hold up five fingers, then, although I have uttered no words, I have (at least if my intentions and circumstances are otherwise normal) offered testimony:  I have presented it as true that there are five endowed chairs in my department.  If you ask me whether Jones has finally decided to pay his debts, then, even though you have asserted nothing in asking this question, you have nonetheless offered testimony:  you have presented it as true that Jones has debts.  While assertion is perhaps the most typical way to offer one’s testimony, it is not the only way.

Whenever a sincere act of testimony is understood and accepted by someone (call this latter agent the “auditor”, putting aside the misleading suggestion that testimony must be heard in order to be understood)
, there is a causal process of a certain kind running from the testifier to the auditor.  This causal process starts with the epistemic act or state that the testifier was presenting as true in giving her testimony; and it ends with the epistemic act or state by virtue of which the auditor accepts the testimony.  According to Burge, this causal process can, and often does, involve entitlement preservation.  The epistemic act or state the content of which the testifier presents as true is warranted, and because it occurs and is warranted, the auditor is entitled to an epistemic act or state with the very same content and judgmental force.  
Recall, however, that one may be warranted in believing what is completely false, and so one may be warranted in believing something on the basis of hallucinated testimony.  Perhaps no rational source has ever presented it as true that, say, Ghana is in Africa.  But it seems to me that a rational source has presented this to me as true, and I have no reason to doubt that a rational source has done so:  in that case, I am warranted in believing that a rational source has presented it to me as true that Ghana is in Africa, and indeed, I am warranted even in believing that Ghana is in Africa, but no testimony to this effect has actually occurred.  (In such a case, my belief, while true and warranted, would not constitute knowledge.  This is a Gettier case.)  My beliefs are warranted by my hallucination of testimony, but the warrant that I can enjoy by dint of this hallucination may be the same as the warrant that I can enjoy by dint of actual testimony, so long as there are no defeating reasons in either case.  That, at any rate, is Burge’s view.
Now that we’ve explained Burge’s view, let’s lay out his argument for this view.

V.  Burge’s argument for the view that testimony preserves a priori entitlement

Here is Burge’s very compressed summary of his own argument:

“We are apriori prima facie entitled to accept something that is prima facie intelligible and presented as true.  For prima facie intelligible propositional contents prima facie presented as true bear an apriori prima facie conceptual relation to a rational source of true presentations-as-true:  Intelligible propositional expressions presuppose rational abilities and entitlements; so intelligible presentations-as-true come prima facie backed by a rational source or resource for reason; and both the content of intelligible propositional presentations-as-true and the prima facie rationality of their source indicate a prima facie source of truth.”  (Burge 1993, 472)
This argument aims to establish the following conclusion a priori:  if it seems to you that a particular proposition (p) is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori prima facie
 entitled to believe that p.  (The passage that I’ve just quoted from Burge 1993 does not clearly make the qualification that I’ve just made concerning the entitlement that you receive by virtue of its seeming to you that p is presented as true by a rational source.  I add the qualification that the entitlement is received by its so seeming to you in order to accommodate the point made on Burge’s behalf at the end of the preceding section, i.e., that the warrant that one has on the basis of testimony is warrant that one would equally well have even if one merely hallucinated that testimony.  Thus, Burge 1997 writes, “In the order of epistemic warrant, seeming understanding is the rational starting point” (31).)

What a priori argument does Burge take to establish this conclusion?  The passage quoted just above is very compressed, but, given the context in which it is set, it is reasonable to suppose that the steps of Burge’s argument can be laid out as follows.  In stating this argument, I use the schematic variable “p” in step 5 and the conclusion to range over all propositions our understanding of which does not require perceptual identification of some deictic element.  These are the propositions our understanding of which is, in Burge’s words, “purely intellectual”
, and it is only these propositions, according to Burge, a priori entitlement to which can be preserved through testimony.  (That is because it is only these propositions, Burge thinks, which one can ever be a priori warranted in believing.)  I hereby introduce the term “purely conceptual propositions” to denote this class of propositions.  

I should make clear, before stating this argument, that there is not a single step of this argument that is uncontroversial (or, indeed, anything less than highly controversial!).  I will not attempt to defend the steps of this argument here, but only to set them out.

(1) Necessarily, rational sources are, other things being equal, likely not to believe what is not true.  (It is supposed to follow a priori from the nature of rationality and from the nature of belief that a rational believer tends, though perhaps with many exceptions, to believe only what is true.  The kind of likelihood that Burge has in mind here, and in the steps of the argument below, is objective, not subjective.)
(2) Necessarily, rational sources are, other things being equal, likely not to present as true something that they do not believe to be true.  (It is supposed to follow a priori from the nature of rationality and from the nature of testimony – of the activity of presenting something as true – that a rational testifier tends, though perhaps with many exceptions, to present as true only what she believes to be true.)
(3) Necessarily, the content of a presentation-as-true is constitutively determined by relations between content-bearing items and their referents in such a way that presentations as true are, other things being equal, likely to be true.  (It is supposed to follow a priori from the nature of content that contents presented as true are, though perhaps with many exceptions, true.)
(4) Necessarily, what is presented as true by a rational source is, other things being equal, likely to be true.  (This is supposed to be supported a priori by 1, 2, and 3.  Notice that, if the inference from 1, 2, and 3 to 4 is sound, then the inference from 1 and 2 to 4 should be sound as well:  3 looks to be redundant.  But Burge thinks that 3 is also true, and provides a ground for 4 that is distinct from, and reinforces, the basis for 4 provided by 1 and 2.)

(5) Necessarily, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  (It is supposed to follow a priori from the nature of understanding that what we seem to understand to be presented as true by a rational source tends, though perhaps with many exceptions, to have actually been presented as true by a rational source; or in other words, apparent understanding tends, though perhaps with many exceptions, to be genuine understanding.  And if there is a necessarily reliable connection between apparent understanding of p as having been presented as true and p’s having actually been presented as true, then, given Burge’s account of the nature of warrant, it follows that, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.)
(6) Necessarily, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p.  (5 tells us that necessarily, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p is so presented.  But if you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true, and if 4 is also true, then it follows that, necessarily, any process that leads a believer to whom it seems that p has been presented as true to believe that p will be a reliable process.  And so, from the nature of warrant, it follows that, necessarily, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p.)

Burge takes each step of the argument above to be a priori warranted, and a priori knowable.  But Burge’s claims concerning what is a priori warranted, and a priori knowable, extend even farther than the claims in the argument above.  For step 5 to be a priori is for it to be a priori that:  If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  But Burge wants to claim something over and above this.  Burge wants to claim that, when it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  On what grounds can he make this stronger claim?  Burge does not explicitly address this issue, but it seems to me that the most plausible account of his thinking on this issue takes it to go as follows:

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that it seems this way to you.  

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing the conditional:  if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  (This second premise follows from the a prioricity of step 5, by disjunction introduction.)

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  
If you are a priori warranted in believing that you are warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.


If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p is presented as true by a rational source.  And if this warrant is not epistemically accessible to someone who enjoys it, then it is an entitlement.

Although this argument is obviously not formally valid, it still seems to have some plausibility, and it seems to me to provide the most plausible account of why Burge thinks that an auditor (or apparent auditor) has an a priori entitlement to believe that a rational source presented something as true.  In any case, if this is not how Burge is thinking of the matter, then it is not at all clear on what grounds he could believe that an auditor (or apparent auditor) can have a priori entitlement to believe that a rational source presented something as true.

So that, I take it, is why Burge thinks that, if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing (and typically, entitled to believe) that p is presented as true by a rational source.  But now, why does Burge think that, if it seems to you that p (a purely conceptual proposition) is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p?  For step 6 of the argument above to be a priori is for it to be a priori that:  If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p.  But Burge wants to claim something over and above this.  He wants to claim that, when it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p.  On what grounds can he claim this?  Burge does not explicitly address this issue, but, again, it seems to me that the most plausible account of his thinking on this issue takes it to go as follows:

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that it seems this way to you.  

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing the conditional:  if it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are warranted in believing that p.  (This second premise follows from the a prioricity of the conclusion of the 6-step argument set out above, by disjunction introduction.)

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that you are warranted in believing that p.

If you are a priori warranted in believing that you are warranted in believing that p, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p.

If it seems to you that p is presented as true by a rational source, then you are a priori warranted in believing that p.  If this warrant is not epistemically accessible to someone who enjoys it, then it is an entitlement.
Again, although this inference is not formally valid, it still seems to have some plausibility, and this inference seems to me to provide the most plausible account of why Burge thinks that an auditor (or apparent auditor) has an a priori entitlement to believe the proposition that a rational source seems to have presented as true.  In any case, if this is not how Burge is thinking of the matter, then it is not at all clear on what grounds he could believe that an auditor (or apparent auditor) can have this a priori entitlement.


Notice that, in attempting to give a plausible account of Burge’s argument, I have interpreted Burge as accepting two instances of the following form of argument:

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that p

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that:  if p then S is warranted in believing that q.

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q.

If S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q, then S is a priori warranted in believing that q.

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that q.

This form of argument, while not formally valid, does appear quite plausible.  (To avert a possible misunderstanding:  notice that, in claiming that, if S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q, then S is a priori warranted in believing that q, I am not thereby committed to a controversial claim of the form that, if S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q, then that very warrant (the one that S is a priori warranted in believing that she has) is a priori.  Perhaps the warrant that S is a priori warranted in believing herself to have is not itself a priori, but if she is a priori warranted in believing that she has some such warrant, then she also has an a priori warrant.)  We will eventually come back to the issue of why arguments of this form appear plausible:  in the concluding section of this paper, I will argue that such arguments are compelling if the kind of warrant being discussed is justification, but not if it is entitlement.   

Of course, Burge recognizes that there is not a single premise or inference in any of the arguments above that is uncontroversial, but his efforts to defend various premises and inferences of these arguments are scattered over numerous writings, and we cannot attempt to survey these efforts now.  So I will not attempt here to assess any of Burge’s controversial arguments for those premises.  (I should note that I have not found, anywhere in Burge’s oeuvre, a defense of his inference from 1, 2, and 3 to 4.  I am not sure why he accepts this inference, but I also have no grounds on which to question it.)  Rather, I will defend Burge’s view against one prominent recent criticism of it.  And finally, I will show that, even if we concede all of the substantive, controversial metaphysical claims that Burge makes in his argument 1 – 5 above, there is nonetheless another problem with Burge’s argument, a problem that undercuts his argument for the claim that a priori entitlement can be preserved by testimony.

VI.  Malmgren’s criticism
 
Malmgren 2006 argues that testimony cannot possibly preserve a priori entitlement (or indeed, a priori warrant of any kind).  Malmgren takes the problem with Burge’s view to be his claim that the entitlement preserved by testimony is a priori:  all testimonially-preserved warrants must be a posteriori, according to Malmgren (and her view concerning this issue is one version of the Humean orthodoxy concerning testimony that Burge set out to challenge).  
In this section, I will respond, on Burge’s behalf, to her arguments.  More specifically, I will first respond to her argument that, for any purely conceptual proposition p, one cannot be a priori entitled to believe that a rational source presented it as true that p.  Then I will respond to Malmgren’s argument that, for any purely conceptual proposition p, one cannot be a priori entitled to believe that p by virtue of receiving testimony that p.

So first, why does Malmgren think that, for any purely conceptual proposition p, one cannot be a priori entitled to believe that a rational source presented it as true that p?  Her argument is contained in this passage, quoted at length from her paper:

“Burge… does seem to hold that the relevant entitlement is not just an entitlement to make a transition, but an outright entitlement to believe something—although something less specific than, say, that NN said that p at t. We are a priori entitled to believe that ‘a given content is presented as true’ (say, is asserted), where this is supposed to carry no commitment to the content’s being thus presented at any particular time or place, or by any particular person. We are a priori entitled to believe that it is said that p—period.  

“…Let us grant that we, normal recipients of testimony, do in fact have “non-committal” beliefs of the relevant sort. …Suppose, further, that we have warrant for them. Is this warrant a priori warrant? It does not seem plausible to suppose that it is.  Presumably, those beliefs typically rest—in both the psychological and epistemic sense of ‘rest’—on beliefs about what is said of the more specific type. But if that is correct, then the less specific beliefs are not a priori warranted, since the more specific beliefs are not a priori warranted.
“Indeed, how could the less specific beliefs be a priori warranted?  The proposition that it is said that p is highly contingent (just like the proposition that NN said that p at t is highly contingent). Arguably, there are a few examples of the contingent a priori. Perhaps I can know a priori that I am here now; and perhaps, if I stipulate that ‘Julius’ is to refer to the inventor of the zipper, I can know a priori that, if anyone uniquely invented the zipper, then Julius invented the zipper. But these examples are at best rare exceptions, exceptions that, on the face of it, have little in common with the case at hand. And the explanation(s) of how the contingent propositions in these examples can be known a priori do not seem to carry over. We cannot explain my allegedly a priori warrant for believing that it is said that p with appeal to the peculiarities of indexicals or of reference-fixing stipulations. How then do we explain it?” (Malmgren 2006, 215 – 6)

Now, what I’d like to focus on is Malmgren’s suggestion in the final paragraph just quoted that we have no way to explain how it is possible for someone to whom it seems that a rational source has presented it as true that p to be a priori warranted in believing the contingent proposition that a rational source has presented it as true that p.  It seems to me that, on the contrary, we have a perfectly good explanation of this, which I’ll now outline by means of an example.  
Suppose that I present it as true that, say, Washington, DC is the capital of the United States.  If I do this under normal circumstances, then, while I might not be a priori warranted in any particular beliefs concerning the medium by which I presented this proposition as true (did I assert it out loud, or did I express it by means of semaphores?), I can at least be a priori, defeasibly warranted in thinking that I have (somehow or other) presented it as true that Washington, DC is the capital of the United States:  my warrant for believing this contingent proposition concerning what I have presented as true is of the same sort as my warrant for believing other contingent propositions concerning my communicative intentions, and it is not typically constituted by my sensory or perceptual experiences.  It is crucial to recall here that for an agent to present something as true does not require that the agent make any noises or bodily movements:  Burge leaves it open that an agent can present something as true by means of extra-sensory perception.  Indeed, in at least one passage he suggests that judging that p is a way of presenting it as true that p:  “I use the term ‘presentation as true’ to cover more than assertions and judgments” (Burge 1993, 482; emphasis added).  If this is right, then I can present something to myself as true simply by thinking of it as true, i.e., judging that it is true or otherwise affirming its truth in thought.  
Now, if I can be a priori warranted in thinking that I have presented this proposition as true, then I can also be a priori warranted in thinking that I have been given to understand this proposition as true.  But the following conditional is a priori:  if I have been given to understand something as true, then a rational source (maybe me, maybe another rational source) has given it to be understood as true, or in other words, has presented it as true.  And now, using the same form of reasoning that I attributed to Burge above, we can plausibly (albeit, not validly) reason as follows:
If it seems to me that I have been given to understand something as true, then I am a priori warranted in thinking that I have been given to understand something as true.

If it seems to me that I have been given to understand something as true, then I am a priori warranted in believing that, if it seems to me that I have been given to understand something as true, then a rational source has presented it as true.

If it seems to me that I have been given to understand something as true, then I am a priori warranted in believing that a rational source has presented it as true.

Although this inference is not valid, it is nonetheless plausible, and it seems to me to provide precisely the kind of explanation that Malmgren suggests cannot be provided.  Thus, Malmgren’s argument in the passage just quoted is unsuccessful.  This is not for a moment to deny that, when it seems to me that I have been given to understand something as true, then I am a posteriori warranted in believing that a rational source has presented it as true:  Burge’s view leaves it wide open that, under such circumstances, we always have such a posteriori warrants.  All that Burge is concerned to argue is that, under such circumstances, we also have the relevant a priori warrants.

Let’s now turn to Malmgren’s argument for the claim that, for any purely conceptual proposition p, one cannot be a priori entitled to believe that p by virtue of receiving testimony that p.  Here’s what Malmgren says:
“Suppose John tells you that it is raining. Suppose furthermore that you have no reason to distrust him, no reason to distrust your senses, no reason to believe that you failed to understand his utterance (and so on). On the current view, are we not committed to saying that you have a priori warrant for the belief that it is raining? Surely this is absurd.”  (Malmgren 2006, 220)
One problem with this putative counterexample to Burge’s thesis is that the proposition “it is raining” is clearly not a purely conceptual proposition:  our understanding of that proposition is not purely intellectual, but involves perceptual identification of a deictic reference to a particular place at which it is, according to the proposition, raining.  So it is not a consequence of Burge’s view that anyone can, under any circumstances, have a priori warrant for the belief that it is raining.

In response to this objection, Malmgren might alter her counterexample so that it involves a purely conceptual proposition.  Burge offers an example of one such proposition:  “zebras are larger than red poppies”.
  Isn’t it implausible, Malmgren might ask, to think that anyone could, by virtue of having received some testimony, have a priori warrant for believing that zebras are larger than red poppies?

Well, what warrants you in believing that zebras are larger than red poppies?  You might be warranted in believing it by having seen lots of zebras, and having seen lots of red poppies, and compared their visible sizes:  in that case, your warrant would certainly not be a priori.  But, whether or not you are warranted in this way, you might also be warranted in a different way:  you might simply have been informed (somehow or other by means of testimony, the receipt of which you can no longer recall) of the sizes of zebras, and of the sizes of red poppies.  Perhaps your receipt of this information required you to have certain perceptual experiences; but it is plausibly the information itself – and not the perceptual experiences by means of which you happened to receive it – that warrants your belief that zebras are larger than red poppies.  (You could have received information by visual means, auditory means, or perhaps by means of ESP:  it’s not the medium, but rather your receipt of the message, that warrants your belief.)  If you do have this kind of warrant for believing that zebras are larger than red poppies then, on Burge’s broad conception of the a priori, you have an a priori warrant for believing that zebras are larger than red poppies.  It’s not obvious what, if anything, is implausible about this.

Malmgren has given us no good reason to doubt Burge’s argument.  So finally, let’s turn to the task of evaluating Burge’s argument ourselves.
VII.  What’s wrong with Burge’s argument has nothing to do with a prioricity

Recall that, in reconstructing Burge’s argument above, we interpreted Burge as making two instances of the following form of argument:

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that p

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that:  if p then S is warranted in believing that q.

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q.

If S is a priori warranted in believing that S is warranted in believing that q, then S is a priori warranted in believing that q.

If p, then S is a priori warranted in believing that q.

It is not easy to see what argument Burge could be giving to support his controversial claims concerning the a priori entitlements preserved by testimony unless he relies on the two arguments of this form that I set out in section V.  I take it then, that the success of Burge’s arguments requires that this form of argument – or at least the two instances that Burge employs – be truth-preserving.  Are they?


They may seem to be truth-preserving.  To deny this would require either denying that a priori warrant is closed under modus ponens consequence, or else denying that having a priori warrant for believing that you have warrant for believing that p does not imply having a priori warrant for believing that p – and it may seem implausible to deny either of these things.  Indeed, it’s the plausibility of all this that makes it reasonable to interpret Burge as tacitly accepting arguments of this form for his controversial views concerning the a priori entitlements that are preserved by testimony.


But notice that Burge is claiming not simply that a priori warrants are preserved by testimony, but more specifically that a priori entitlements are preserved by testimony.  So, what Burge needs is not just that some arguments of the form set out above be truth-preserving, but that those truth-preserving arguments justify a conclusion that is specifically about entitlement.  Now, since the kind of a priori warrant that is preserved by testimony is typically, Burge thinks, one to which the auditor does not have epistemic access, can’t we use arguments of the form set out above to show that the auditor has certain a priori warrants, and then conjoin these conclusions with the premise that the auditor has no epistemic access to these warrants to reach the conclusion that the auditor has a priori entitlements?  

No.  For the conditions under which arguments of the form set out above are truth-preserving might also be conditions under which the warrants mentioned in those arguments are warrants to which the auditor has epistemic access.  In other words, we have not considered the possibility that arguments of the form set out above are truth-preserving only when the warrants mentioned in those arguments are justifications, and not entitlements.  

Let’s see whether this might be the case.  It is plausible that what you’re justified in believing is closed under modus ponens consequence, and it is also plausible that having an a priori justification to believe that you’re justified in believing p suffices for having an a priori justification to believe that p.  So, pending a defense of the controversial steps of his 1-6 argument given in section V, Burge can, I think, plausibly argue that a priori justification is preserved by testimony.  But what he claims is that a priori entitlement is preserved by testimony.  To argue for this along the lines that I’ve offered him here, he’d have to give us some reason to believe two things:

(a) what you’re entitled to believe is closed under modus ponens consequence, and 

(b) having an a priori entitlement to believe that you’re entitled to believe that p suffices for having an a priori entitlement to believe that p.

But, in fact, when we recall what Burge has to tell us about the nature of entitlement, it becomes clear that we have no reason to accept either (a) or (b).  


Recall from our discussion of warrant in section I above that Burge thinks of warrants generally as attaching to beliefs by virtue of the process that leads to those beliefs – specifically, by virtue of the necessary reliability of that process under normal circumstances in the creature’s habitat, given the creature’s normal perspectival limitations.  To say that a believer is warranted in believing that p is to say that there is, in the believer’s present circumstances, some suitably reliable process that does or could lead the creature to believe that p.  To say that a believer is justified in believing that p is to say that there is such a process, and that the creature has epistemic access to it as what warrants him in believing that p.  And finally, to say that a believer is entitled to believe that p is to say that there is such a process, and that the creature does not have epistemic access to it as what warrants him in believing that p.  
Now, justification is plausibly closed under modus ponens consequence for a simple reason.  When there is a suitably reliable process that does or could lead a creature to believe that p, and a suitably reliable process that does or could lead a creature to believe that if p, then q, then there is bound to be a suitably reliable process that does or could lead a creature to believe that q:  namely, deduction.  But when a creature deduces q from the conjunction of p and (if p, then q), then the creature’s warrant for believing that q consists in this inference, and such inferential warrants, recall, are all justifications, for Burge.  Thus, when a creature has a warrant for believing that p, and also has a warrant for believing that (if p, then q), then that creature is bound to have a justification for believing that q (whether or not she avails herself of that justification and proceeds to believe that q).

But why think that, under such conditions, the creature would also have an entitlement to believe that q?  For the creature to have such an entitlement, there would have to be another process, distinct from deduction, and one to which the creature does not have epistemic access, that does or could, under normal circumstances, lead the creature to believe that q whenever she believes both p and (if p, then q).  Why should we suppose that there is any such process?  Burge certainly offers us no such reason, and I am aware of no such reason.  So, even if justification is preserved under modus ponens consequence, we have no reason to suppose that the same is true of entitlement.  In other words, we have no reason to accept (a) above.

Now consider (b).  If a creature is justified in believing that she is justified in believing that p, then there is a suitably reliable process that does or could lead the creature to believe that p:  namely, a suitably reliable inference from the premise that she’s justified in believing that p to the conclusion that p.  (If the creature is warranted in believing that p, then she is in a position to make a reliable, though of course not deductive, inference to p.)  But notice, again, that if a creature infers p from the fact that she is warranted in believing that p, then the creature’s warrant for believing that p consists in this inference, and such inferential warrants are, once again, justifications.  And so it follows that the creature has a justification for believing that p.  So, if a creature is justified in believing that she’s justified in believing that p, then it follows that she’s justified in believing that p.  But is the same sort of principle true of entitlement?  Once again, only if there is some other process, distinct from inference, and one to which the creature does not have epistemic access, that does or could, under normal circumstances, lead the creature to believe that p whenever she believes that she’s warranted in believing that p.  Why should we suppose that there is any such process?  Burge certainly offers us no such reason, and I am aware of no such reason.  So, even if it’s plausible that being justified in believing that you’re justified in believing that p implies that you’re justified in believing that p, there is still no reason to think that being entitled to believe that you’re entitled to believe that p implies that you’re entitled to believe that p.  In short, we have no reason to accept (b) above.


I conclude that – whatever the merits of Burge’s metaphysical views connecting rationality, intelligibility, truth, and presentation-as-true – Burge still gives us no reason to accept either (a) or (b) above, and so gives us no reason to accept crucial steps in his argument for the claim that a priori entitlements are preserved by testimony.  Even if we grant Burge all of the controversial metaphysical claims in his argument 1 – 6 above, the farthest that this will get him is the claim that, if a rational source presents it as true that p, then you are entitled to believe that a rational source has presented it as true that p, and also, if a rational source presents it as true that p, then you are entitled to believe that, if a rational source has presented it as true that p, then you are warranted in believing that p.  But we have not yet seen how these claims can jointly entail anything about what you’re entitled to believe about the truth-value of p, when a rational source presents it as true that p.  It may seem that they do jointly entail that, if a rational source has presented it as true that p, then you are entitled to believe that p – but if it seems this way to us, then that is probably because we are confusing entitlement with justification.

The problem with Burge’s argument is not that it fails to show that a priori entitlements are preserved by testimony, but rather that it fails to show that entitlements of any kind (as Burge conceives of entitlements) are preserved by testimony.
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�  In Burge 1993, Burge 1997, and Burge 1999.  


�  See, e.g., Christensen and Kornblith 1997 and Malmgren 2006.  The anti-Burgean view that Christensen and Kornblith and Malmgren all defend – the view that all testimonially preserved warrant is a posteriori – is a widely received view in the epistemology of testimony.


�  For Burge’s articulation of this teleological picture, see Burge 2003, 505 – 6.  Burge acknowledges the great similarity between his own teleological picture and those offered by Sosa 1991 and Plantinga 1993.


�  “I think that any being that has entitlements to beliefs must have justifications for some other beliefs – or at least must be capable of having justificatory support for some other beliefs.  For I think that having beliefs requires being able to carry out inferences, and the relevant inferences must sometimes support beliefs.  Inferentially supported beliefs are justified, or are at least backed by beliefs that are capable of justifying them.  Higher non-linguistic animals have reasons or justifications for some of their beliefs in this sense.”  Burge 2003, 504 – 5 (footnote 1).


�  See the last sentence of the passage from Burge 2003 quoted in footnote 4 above.


�  See especially his contrast between the preservative and substantive role of memory in Burge 1993, 462 – 5.


�  “I use the term ‘presentation as true’ to cover more than assertions and judgments.  Obvious presuppositions, or conventional implicatures, are examples.  When someone says to kill the shortest spy, he or she presents it as true that there is a shortest spy.  In such cases, as well as the indicative cases, the entitlement to accept what is presented as true can be independent for its justificational force of perceptual connection to context.”  (Burge 1993, 482 – 3).


�  Of course, deaf people may communicate by means of visual sign language.  And perhaps it is possible for creatures to communicate by means of some extra-sensory perception.  The only feature of testimony that matters, for Burge’s view, is that there is a “passage of propositional content from one mind to another” (Burge 1993, 481), however that may happen.


�  Since warrants (both entitlements and justifications) are typically, for Burge, defeasible, I will drop the phrase “prima facie” when speaking of warrants throughout this paper:  warrants are all to be understood as prima facie, unless otherwise specified. 


�  “it is understanding whose exercise in particular instances does not require in those instances perceptual warrant for the application of what is understood.  A first approximation elaboration is that it is conceptual understanding that does not require, in thinking and understanding an intentional content, perceptual warrant for the de re application of some aspect of the content.”  (Burge 1997, 21 – 2)


�  Burge 1997, 22.


�  I am grateful to Yuval Avnur and Alan Millar for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.





