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In contemporary epistemology there has been
a resurging interest in a priori knowledge.
Over the past ten years or so innovative con-
tributions to this topic have been put forth by
philosophers like George Bealer, Paul Boghos-
sian, Laurence BonJour, Tyler Burge, Albert
Casullo, Hartry Field, Alvin Goldman, Chris-
topher Peacocke, Alvin Plantinga, Etnest Sosa
and others. In his excellent book, A Priori
Justification, Albert Casullo provides a com-
prehensive treatment of the main issues con-
cerning the a priori which is sensitive to the
main recent contributions to the topic. Casul-
lo’s book is organized into three parts devot-
ed to the following questions: (i) What is a
priori knowledge? (ii) Is there a priori knowl-
edge? (iii) What are the relationships berween
the a priori and semantic and metaphysical
notions? In this review [ want to focus on the
first two parts of Casullo’s book.

The first part of Casullo’s study consists of
three chapters and is (as already mentioned)
concerned with the question how the notion
of a priori knowledge is to be explicated. This
question is of utmost importance, since the
notion has ofren been conflated with unre-
visability, certainty, necessity or analyticiry.
In the first chapter, Casullo provides a sur-
vey and critique of different analyses. Casul-
lo begins his discussion with the question
what the primary target of an analysis of the
concept of a priori knowledge should be. He
argues convincingly that the notion of a priori
knowledge should be explicated “reductively”
via the notion of a priori justification. The pri-
mary target of an analysis should according-
ly be the notion of a priori justification, and
not the notion of a priori knowledge. Casul-
{o’s first rationale for this order of explication
is that a “non-reductive” analysis, which aims
at analyzing the notion of a priori knowl-
edge, would have to address the Gettier-prob-
lem. But the Gettier-problem has, as Casullo
rightly contends, no obvious bearing on the
question of what distinguishes empirical from
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non-empirical knowledge. An analysis of a
priori knowledge via the notion of a prio-
ri justification circumvents the question of
how the Gettier-problem should be solved
and should therefore be preferred. Further-
more, it is uncontroversial, as Casullo main-
tains, that knowledge entails truth, whereas
it is controversial whether justification entails
truth. Since this distinction can be casily over-
looked when one pursues the “non-reductive”
approach to analyzing the notion of a priori
knowledge, Casullo pleads for the “reductive”
approach. Next, Casullo presents an illuminat-
ing taxonomy of analyses and corresponding
conditions. There are, according to Casullo,
two main types of analyses, namely epistemic
and non-epistemic ones. Epistemic analyses
consist of episteric conditions, like strength,
source and defeasibility-conditions, where-
as non-epistemic analyses contain semantic
or metaphysical condidons, like analytici-
ty or necessity. Since the notion of a priori
jusriﬁcation is an epistemic notion, Casul-
lo is convinced that it should be explicated
via epistemic concepts and not semantic or
metaphysical ones. The latter concepts do not
highlight what is distinctive about this kind
of justification. Although Casullo dismisses
non-epistemic analyses, he discusses epistemic
analySCS thar COntain nCCCSSi[y as a nCCESSHl’y,
though not sufficient condition for a priori
knowledge. He considers the views of Bon-
Jour and Plantinga who treat necessity as part
of an epistemic condition, and of Chisholm,
who thinks of necessity as an independent
non-epistemic condition for a priori knowl-
edge. Casullo rejects all of these analyses. He
then examines strength and defeasibility con-
ditions and finally source conditions. Casullo
argues that strength and defeasibility-condi-
tions are not essential for the a priori and that
an analysis of a priori justification in terms of
the sources by which a given belief is justi-
fied is the correct one. According to Casullo,
a proposition is justified a priori if it is justi-
fied by some non-experiential source. I think
that this analysis is correct, but Casullo fails to
spell out what a source of justification exact-
ly is. Furthermore, he doesn't point out how
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sources of justification are related to reasons
or grounds for a given belief. Although these
questions are general questions of epistemolo-
gy and are not confined to the domain of the
a priori, I think that a defendant of an analy-
sis of a priori knowledge in terms of its sourc-
es should be explicit on these points,

The second chapter is devoted to a defense
of this “minimal” analysis, according to which
a proposition is justified a priori if it is justi-
fied by some non-experiential source. Casul-
lo presents several considerations that favor
this minimal analysis over one that combines
this source condition with a “weak” defea-
sibility condition. According to this richer
analysis, a proposition that is justified by a
non-experiential source cannot be defeated
by experience. Casullo argues inzer alia that
this second analysis violates a plausible con-
dition of adequacy of an analysis of a priori
knowledge, namely that an a priori justified
proposition should also be capable of empir-
ical justification.

‘The third chapter is devoted to the ques-
tion whether a priori justified beliefs are fal-
lible. Casullo presents here different concepts
of infallibility and (correspondingly) fallibili-
ty. He argues that there are two main senses of
infallibility (and fallibility), namely Cartesian
infallibility and Peircean infallibility. Carre-
sian infallibility concerns the relation between
justification and truth, whereas Peircean infal-
libility concerns the relation between justifi-
cation and defeasibility. He then distinguishes
between different versions of each type of
infallibility and investigates the relationships
between them. Finally, he critizes the views
of Donna Summerfield and Bob Hale, who
proposed analyses of a priori knowledge that
are supposed to be fallible.

The second part of Casullo’s book is cen-
tered on the question whether there exists a
priori knowledge. This part of Casullos study
consists of two chaprers in which positive and
negative arguments for the existence of a pri-
ori knowledge are evaluated and a chapter
in which Casullo’s own approach is articu-
lated. Casullo aims to establish the conclu-
sion that neither the positive nor the negative
arguments adequately support their conclu-
sion. He discusses in the fourth chapter three
types of arguments that purport to show that

there exists a priori knowledge. These argu-
ments fall into three categories: (i) “concep-
tual” arguments, (i) “criterial” arguments and
(iii) “deficiency” arguments. The first type of
argument consists of the idea that there are
items of knowledge that satisfy the conditions
that were laid down in the analysis of the con-
cept of a priori knowledge. Casullo discuss-
es two proposals along these lines. First, he
examines Hilary Putnam’s argument from his
papers “There Is at Least One A Priori Truth”
and “Analyticity and Necessity: Beyond Wite-
genstein and Quine”. Putnam maintains that
there are propositions that can never be ratio-
nally given up, namely the minimal principle
of contradiction (i. e. that not every statement
is true and false). Since Putnam thinks that an
a priori justified proposition is one that can-
not be rationally given up, there are items of
knowledge that are justified a priori. Casullo
convincingly shows thar Putnam’s argument
fails. He objects that the analysis of a prio-
ri knowledge that Putnam endorses does not
entail that a proposition is justified a priori in
the sense of Casullo’s explication, i. . justified
independently of experience. Being rationally
unrevisable does not preclude that a proposi-
tion is justified by empirical evidence. Hence,
Putnam’s argument is not sound. Hartry Field
puts forth the second conceprual argument
that Casullo discusses. Field mainrains that
the principles of classical logic are “strong-
ly” justified a priori, i. e. they are not revis-
able on empirical grounds. Field argues that
the principles of classical logic are so deep-
ly embedded in our evidential system that it
makes no sense ro revise them without giv-
ing up the evidential system itself. Casullo
objects that Field’s overall position leads to
the consequence that the principles of classi-
cal logic cannot be justified nor defeated by
any type of evidence. But this does not show,
as Casullo observes, that these principles are
justified a priori. Hence, both “conceprual”
arguments fail.

Casullo then tries to show that “criteri-
al” arguments fare no better than “conceptu-
al” arguments. “Criterial” arguments proceed
to identify certain features of propositions
(e. g. necessity or certainty) that cannot be
accounted for by empirical modes of justi-
fication. This in turn shows that these prop-
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ositions must be justified a priori. Casullo
argues convincingly that these arguments
fail. The fourth chapter closes with a discus-
sion of BonJour’s arguments against “radical”
empiricism. BonJour’s “deficiency” arguments
purport to make the case for the a priori by
showing that radical empiricist accounts of
justification lead to a certain form of skepti-
cism. BonJour maintains, for example, that
certain empirical propositions that are general
in their content cannot be justified by experi-
ence alone. These propositions can, according
to BonJour, only be justified inferentially by
experience and certain principles of inference.
Since the radical empiricist accepts only direct
experience as a source of justification, he can-
not account for the justification of these prin-
ciples of inference and hence these general
kinds of propositions. Casullo rebuts Bon-
Jour’s arguments by showing that BonJour’s
own position faces similar problems. Casullo
insists first of all that there are propositions
whose content goes beyond the content of
what can be justified by rational insight and
that accordingly, these propositions cannot be
justified by rational insight alone. But what
do these kinds of propositions look like? 1
think that this objection is not intelligible at
all, since Casullo fails to provide an example
of these kinds of propositions. Casullo fur-
ther complains that BonJour is not offering a
convincing explanation of ratjonal intuition.
BonJour advocates the view that a thinker
who employs rational intuition must have
some grasp of universals. But according to
Casullo, BonJour's explanation of this grasp is
only metaphorical and cannot provide a basis
for accepting rational intuition as a genuine
source of justification. I think this objection
is convincing but it seems that BonJour could
modify his position to circumvent it. Bonfour
could, for instance, drop this kind of expla-
nation of rational intuition and leave it at an
intuitive level. Furthermore, there exist other
versions of rationalism (e.g. Bealer’s) in which
claims like BonJour’s are not endorsed. Thus,
Casullo’s attack only hits BonJour’s position
but not all rationalist conceptions of the a
priori. If BonJour’s attack on radical empir-
icism were coupled with a different theory
of a priori justification, Casullo’s argument
would not survive.
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The fifth chapter examines arguments
that purport to show that there is no a prio-
ri knowledge. These arguments fall also into
three types: (i) “conceptual” arguments, (ii)
“radical empiricist” accounts, and (iii) argu-
ments from philosophical naturalism. Con-
ceprual arguments against the existence of a
priori knowledge purport to show thar there
are no items of knowledge that satisfy the
putative conditions for a priori knowledge.
Putnam and Philip Kitcher proposed argu-
ments along these lines. Both philosophers
allege that the concept of a priori knowledge
includes an unrevisability condition, accord-
ing to which an a priori justified proposition
is one that cannot be revised on any type of
evidence (Putnam) or on empirical evidence
(Kitcher). Casullo has argued in the first part
of his book that unrevisability-conditions are
not constitutive for the concept of a priori
knowledge, he now shows that a priori justi-
fied beliefs do not entail such conditions. He
constructs several thought experiments that
establish this conclusion. Hence, these kinds
of arguments are not successful.

Next, he considers radical empiricist
accounts that aim to show that propositions
alleged to be known only a priori are known
empirically. Casullo discusses the views of
Mill, Kitcher and Quine who have put forth
considerations of this sort (especially for the
propositions of arithmetic). Mill tried to
show, for instance, that the propositions of
arithmetic or geometry can be justified by
observation and the employment of the rule
of enumerative induction. Casullo responds
to this maneuver by arguing that the fact that
these propositions can be justified empirical-
ly does not rule out the possibility thar they
can also be justified a priori. There exists the
phenomenon of epistemic overdetermination,
i. e. there can be evidence for a given propo-
sition from different sources. Mill could rule
out this response on grounds of simplicity.
But to this Casullo replies, in my eyes con-
vincingly, that the goal of an epistemological
theory is not to offer the simplest account but
an accurate one.

The final set of arguments that Casul-
lo discusses against the existence of a prio-
ti knowledge purport to show that a priori
knowledge is not compatible with philosoph-



ical naturalism. The general idea of these
types of arguments is due to Paul Benacer-
raf. Benacerraf has argued in his influential
paper “Mathematical Truth” that there exists a
problem as of how to account for our knowl-
edge of abstrace entities like numbers, when
knowledge requires some kind of causal con-
tact with the entities a proposition is about.
Since mathematical entities are causally inerr,
a thinker cannot stand in a causal relation to
these entities and hence cannot have knowl-
edge of them. Casullo discusses two main ver-
sions of naturalism in relation to the a priori.
The first version of naruralism tries to accom-
modate knowledge of abstract entities with-
in a naturalist framework. The second version
of naturalism challenges the existence of the a
priori by arguing for some kind of causal con-
straint on knowledge or justification. Casullo
first discusses the view of Mark Steiner who
advocates a modified version of a causal the-
ory of knowledge that purports to be com-
patible with knowledge of abstract entities.
On Steiner’s theory, for a subject to know
thar a sentence s is true, the sentence s must
be used in a causal explanation of why the
subject knows that s is true. Since, on Stein-
er’s view, no causal relations between a sub-
ject and abstract entities are needed, he can
account for the knowledge of abstract enti-
ties without giving up a causal requirement.
Casullo argues that Steiner’s attempr to rec-
oncile a causal theory of knowledge with Pla-
tonism fails, since Steiner's causal constraint
on knowledge is too liberal to be of any episte-
mological significance. He objects that Stein-
er’s proposal is subject to counterexamples,
because any ascription of a belief in a math-
ematical statement s involves the statement s
in some causal explanation of why the belief
is held. He then discusses two versions of reli-
abilism that also aim to be compatible with
knowledge of abstract entities, namely the
thermometer model of knowledge pur forth
by David Armstrong and process reliabilism
mainly advocated by Alvin Goldman. Casullo
argues that both theories are plagued with dif-
ficulties. Armstrong’s theory can for instance
not accommodate knowledge of abstract enti-
tics. Process reliabilism is confronted with
the problem of how to explain the reliabil-
ity of psychological processes that justify

beliefs about abstract entities. This latter fact
generates suspicion concerning the reliabil-
ity of these processes and hence introduces
potential defeaters. Casullo finally consid-
ers proposals thar aim to provide support for
a causal constraint on knowledge. He exam-
ines the view of Penclope Maddy who argues
that a causal constraint is underwritten by
the practice of mathematicians. Casullo dis-
misses her argument because she cannot pro-
vide adequate support for the thesis that the
practice of mathematicians supports a caus-
al constraint.

In chapter six Casullo aims to provide a
solution to the dispute between those who
embrace and those who reject the a priori.
Since both arguments for and against the a
priori fail, as Casullo has shown in the pre-
vious two chapters, Casullo argues that an
alternative approach is needed. Before he
lays down his positive proposal, he address-
es a question that was postponed in the first
part of his book, namely what experience is.
He aims to show that the ordinary approach
to analyzing the concepr of experience fails.
Among the proposals that he rebuts are Plant-
inga’s, Chisholm’s, McGinn’s and BonJour’s.
I think that Casullo’s case against BonJour’s
explication of the notion of experience is not
convincing. BonJour advocates an analysis of
the notion of experience according to which it
“should be understood to include any sort of
process that is perceptual in the broad sense
of (a) being a causally conditioned response
to particular, contingent features of the world
and (b) yielding doxastic states that have as
their content putative information concern-
ing such particular, contingent features of the
actual world as contrasted with other possible
worlds”. Casullo objects to this analysis that
it is vulnerable to counterexamples. He dis-
tinguishes between two readings of BonJour’s
condition (a). On the first reading, the “con-
tingent features” that are causally responsi-
ble for the belief in a certain proposition are
meant to be any entities that are to be rak-
en into account for explaining the belief in a
certain proposition. But this has the conse-
quence that an act of rational insight would
be an instance of an experiential process, since
the proposition itself and the act of consider-
ing it {which are essential for rational insight

262



to work) are also causally responsible for
the belief-state. T think that this is a spuri-
ous objection to BonJour, since propositions
are abstract entities and are not accessible
via perception. Hence, in the case of ratio-
nal insight, condition (a) is, contra Casullo,
on this reading not fulfilled. On the second
reading, the particular features of BonJour’s
condition (a) are meant to be the entities that
are referred to in condition (b). Bur this also
has, as Casullo claims, the consequence that
a process of rational insight satisfies condi-
tion (a). According to BonJour, if I am to be
justified, for instance, in the proposition that
nothing can be red and green all over at the
same time, the properties redness and green-
ness must be capable of influencing my state
of mind. Since properties are abstract enti-
ties and are accordingly causally inert, the
obvious alternative is that concrete objects
which instantiate these properties must be
involved in some causal chain of events that
is responsible for the content of my state of
mind. I think the fact that in BonJour’s con-
strual rational insight involves some kind of
causal contact with “particular contingent
features” does not show that rational insight
satisfies the conditions laid down in the anal-
ysis of the concept of experience. Because on
this reading, clause (b) is not satisfied, since
the proposition that nothing can be red and
green all over is not about these particular
contingent features. The particular contin-
gent features that are referred to in clause (a)
of BonJour’s explication, according to Casul-
lo, are not identical to those referred to in
clause (b). Additionally, the causal contact to
these “contingent features” of the world has
only the status of an enabling condition for
rational insight (analogously to having expe-
riences in order to acquire a language and
being able to understand a proposition that
is justified a priori). Causal contact to objects
that instantiate certain universals does not
play some justificatory role. Finally, even if on
BonJour’s construal of rational insight there
would be some kind of causal contact with
contingent “features” of the world involved,
this would not go against BonJour’s explica-
tion of the concept of experience, but rather
against his explanation of rational insight. If
one would adopt an alternative construal of
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rational insight, then Casullo’s counterexam-
ple would not stand. Although I do not think
that Casullo’s case against BonJour is convinc-
ing, Casullo takes the failure of these analy-
ses as evidence that an alternative approach is
needed. His approach to analyzing the notion
of experience consists of the idea that “experi-
ence” is a term for a natural kind. The notion
of experience is according to this view intro-
duced by local paradigms, but the nature of
experience that determines the reference of
the term “experience” can only be discovered
by empirical investigations. If such empirical
investigations are successful then the ques-
tion as to which processes are non-experien-
tial, if there should be any, and why they are
non-experiential can be answered. According
to Casullo’s novel proposal, empirical con-
siderations are also salient in determining
whether the sources of a priori knowledge
are truth-conducive and whether their truth-
conducivencss can be explained in some way.
Finally, Casullo considers objections to his
view, which he rebuts successfully.

In sum, Casullo’s book is a must read for
anyone who is interested in a priori knowl-
edge. The first part contains the most com-
prehensive treatment of the present literarure
questioning how the notion of a priori knowl-
edge is to be explicated. Casullo discusses
all the major proposals and argues very thor-
oughly for his own position. Tt should there-
fore be carefully read by anyone who is
seriously interested in the question whar a
priori knowledge is. The second part of his
book, in which positive and negative argu-
ments for the existence of a priori knowledge
are evaluated and Casullo’s own proposals are
presented, is also a very important contribu-
tion to the present debate. Although Casullo
discusses all the main proposals, he has unfor-
tunately omitted a discussion of the views of
Peacocke and Boghossian. Peacocke and Bog-
hossian have tried to revive the idea that the
phenomenon of a priori justification can be
explained in terms of meanings or concepts.
Boghossian has, for instance, tried to explain
how a belief can be justified a priori via a reha-
bilitation of a Fregean conception of analy-
ticity, whereas Peacocke has tried to give an
account of a priori justification in terms of
concepts. Despite this shortcoming, Casul-



lo’s book is one of the most important con-
tributions to this ropic.
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