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Would we recognize instances of philosophical
knowledge?
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1t is a widespread assumption that permanent philosophical dissensus indicates that none of the par-
ties has philosophical knowledge. However, this assumption is based on the view that the philosophers’
community would recognize instances of individual philosophical knowledge if someone had such epis-
temic achievement. The problem s that it is challenging to justify this view because the idea that the
community of philosophers is epistemically deprived is netther self-contradictory nor falsified by the
available evidence. So 1t seems that one should be agnostic about the abilities of the community of
philosophers. In our paper, we propose a non-evidential way of defending the trust in the philosophers’
community. We argue that one can hold—uwithout (almost) any evidence—the belief that the com-
munaity would recognize instances of philosophical knowledge because one is epistemically entitled to
believe in the minimal reliability of the community of philosophers.

Keywords: disagreement; epistemic entitlement; hinge epistemology; metaphilosophy;
philosophical knowledge; philosophers’ community.

I. Introduction

There are (or may be) two things behind every disagreement—provided it is
a genuine one, i.e., the problem is meaningful, there is objective truth, and
the dispute is not merely verbal. It is either the case that one of the parties
knows the truth—and those who disagree with him don’t. Or, it is the case
that neither party knows the truth—at most, either party has a true belief.
When it comes to philosophical disagreements, we lean toward e latter—
well, not only the two of us as authors: in this context, “we” refers to us, the
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2 L. Bernath and J. T6ézsér

majority of philosophers. In other words, if the dissensus is permanent with
regard to a philosophical problem or set of problems (well-developed, argu-
mentatively well-supported and yet inconsistent views have existed for a long
time, and the established fronts are stable), then we usually take this perma-
nent dissensus to be a sign that none of the parties has knowledge—even if
there are (or may be) true believers among them. That is, despite the fact that
permanent philosophical disagreements could be interpreted as “although
there is no collective knowledge (the philosophers’ community itself doesn’t have
knowledge), there is individual or ‘small-community’ knowledge (some philoso-
phers, despite permanent dissensus, know the truth),” we tend to think that if
there is a massive dissensus about the question “Is p true or false?”, then no
philosopher really knows whether p or 71p obtains. Literally none—not even
the finest—of them.

Why don’t we believe in the existence of individual philosophical knowl-
edge? Why, for example, don’t we believe that some philosophers know the
relationship between phenomenal and physical properties? This is because
we believe that if some philosophers knew the truth about philosophical prob-
lems such as the mind-body problem and similar ones surrounded by per-
manent dissensus, the knowledge of these philosophers would not remain
“hidden,” it would not remain individual—after careful consideration, the
philosophers’ community would (have) recognize(d) these instances of knowl-
edge. (Obviously, we primarily have the subject matter experts in mind.) In
other words, our distrust of individual philosophical knowledge ultimately
stems from our confidence in our ability to distinguish knowledge from mere opin-
ion. That is, if it seems to us that something doesn’t count as an instance of
philosophical knowledge, then (the odds are that) it really doesn’t count as
such.

The problem is as follows. On the one hand, we would be reluctant to
suspend our belief or trust in this ability of ours—it is frightening to think
that rather than most of us, only a fraction of us is capable of recognizing
instances of philosophical knowledge, and most of us blindly overlook them
throughout our careers. On the other hand, it is far from clear how it would
be possible to properly justify this belief or trust of ours—after all, it is easy
to conceive a scenario in which the community of philosophers as a whole
hasn’t adopted the correct approach to establish philosophical truths and only
a small group of them has found the right method, the holy grail of philoso-
phers, which makes it possible for them to recognize philosophical truths and
knowledge.

The goal of this paper is to show that even though we cannot justify it,
we are entitled to hold our belief that we can discern instances of philosophical
knowledge—we (the philosopher’s community) would recognize it if some of
the interlocutors in permanent philosophical debates knew the truth. Before
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showing that, however, we would like tell you how the pieces of the picture
entailed by denying individual philosophical knowledge fit together.

II. The big picture

II.1 No individual philosophical knowledge—what does it mean?

What we mean by the thesis “there is no individual philosophical knowl-
edge” is that insofar as there is a permanent dissensus about the truth of
p within the community of philosophers, no philosopher (or small group
of philosophers) knows p. In turn, what we mean by this “lack of knowl-
edge” 1s that no philosophers or (or a small group of philosophers) fas any
knock-down arguments for the truth of p. Thus, the reason behind permanent
philosophical disagreements is nof that most of us are unable to recognize the
compelling force of S’s arguments, but rather that $’s arguments have no com-
pelling force, and most of us have recognized that they don’t have any such
force.

The concept of compelling or knock-down (philosophical) argument is usu-
ally characterized in normative terms. According to this: $’s argument 1s com-
pelling if it can “get someone to believe something, whether he wants to be-
lieve it or not”; if it “forces someone to a belief” (Nozick 1981: 4). That is, if
no rational person can question the conclusiveness (or truth-conduciveness) of
the argument (nobody can have good epistemic reasons to regard it as uncer-
tain or invalid)—if its conclusion must be held true by any rational person. In
a word, if it takes away anyone else’s cognitive freedom for believing otherwise
than what the conclusion of the argument asserts. To flesh it out, argument 4
is compelling/knock-down if and only if (1) a person who sufficiently under-
stands A’s premises and the epistemic reasons for them can only irrationally
deny the truth of the premises, and (2) a person who grasps that 4’s conclu-
sion follows by the laws of logic from A’s premises can only irrationally deny
A’s conclusion (see also Ballantyne 2014; Hanna 2014; Frances 2022: 39—47;
Tozsér 2024: 16-31).

Make no mistakes about it. We don’t claim that the only way of knowing
a philosophical proposition p is for S to have compelling argument(s) for the
truth of p. There are (at least) two conceivable epistemic scenarios in which .S
knows philosophical truths, but $’s arguments do not have compelling force.
The one is: although s argument for the truth of p doesn’t have compelling
force, $s belief p is in a proper relationship with the truth at issue—p is caused,
in an appropriate way, by a fact or state of affairs that makes p true. That
1s, S’s belief p is produced by a reliable (truth-tracking) belief-producing pro-
cess, but—and this is what distinguishes this case from the previous one—
from her subjective perspective, § doesn’t have access to every factor, which is

GzZ0z Jaquiaydag go uo 1sanb Aq £££0Z18/6£0sebd/bd/ce01 01 /10p/a]01e-90UBApPE/bd/WO dNOo1WBpEedE//:sdily WOl papeojumoq



4 L. Bernath and J. T6zsér

responsible for the reliability (truth-tracking feature) of her argument. The
other: §’s argument for the truth of p is not a knock-down one, but be-
yond/above her arguments, she has some further private evidence for the truth
of her belief. This evidence is a special experience (therefore private: .S can-
not build it into her argumentation), and yet this experience reliably indi-
cates to S (in the light of this evidence § can see) that her reasoning tracks the
truth. That is, p cannot be known without having certain experiences—S must
have certain experiences to see the truth-conducive nature of the argument
for p.

However, these two scenarios are irrelevant for our purposes. Even if we
consider both scenarios to be instances of philosophical knowledge (as op-
posed to mere epistemic luck), and also suppose that there are philosophers
who know philosophical truths either in the externalist sense, or based on their
private evidence (truth surrounded by permanent dissent), those instances of
knowledge that we have in mind when we deny the existence of individual
philosophical knowledge are not of this kind. Our belief or trust in our (the
community of philosophers’) ability to recognize instances of philosophical
knowledge is not about these two kinds. It is not about our ability to rec-
ognize the “epistemic grace” of certain philosophers—since the metaphysi-
cal structure of reality “cooperates” with their belief-forming processes (e.g.
God has restored in their minds the corrupted epistemic capacity; Plantinga
2015). Nor it is about our ability to recognize the “superior insights” of cer-
tain philosophers—since they have access to a kind of evidence that is closed
off to the majority of us (e.g. van Inwagen 1996). In a word, these two kinds
of knowledge are irrelevant for our purposes because neither of them is such
that one could reasonably expect the community of philosophers to recognize
them 1n the first place.

In the context of the thesis “there is no individual philosophical knowl-
edge” or “if § knows that p, then this knowledge of her won’t remain hid-
den to the community of philosophers,” it is exclusively the compelling
(or purportedly compelling) justification that counts. The only arguments
that count are those whose (pace externalism) each element is fransparent or
can be made to be so, and (pace private evidence), whose each element
is public or can be made to be so. These arguments are the only ones
that give us reason to suppose that we would recognize their compelling
force.

II.2 No individual philosophical knowledge—all philosophical
knowledge is collective

Just as we tend to think that if there is a permanent dissensus with regard to
a philosophical question, then none of the parties has knowledge, so we tend
to think that if there is a massive (long-standing, tried, etc.) consensus with
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regard to a philosophical question, then we (collectively) know the truth. (The
pronoun “we” still applies to most philosophers.)

These two beliefs of ours stem from the same source. Both stem from our
deeper trust that we’re able to distinguish knock-down arguments from non-
knock-down ones and so to recognize the instances of philosophical knowl-
edge. Stemming from this deeper trust is our belief that the permanent philo-
sophical disagreements (or at least some of them) have epistemic value—the
community of philosophers has recognized that in these cases, none of the
arguments for rival theories has compelling force. Stemming also from this
deeper trust is our belief that massive consensuses are not brute facts, they are
not (not merely) “the results of Zeitgeist, fad, fashion, and careerism” (Lycan
2014: 117), but they have also epistemic value—the community of philosophers
has recognized that the arguments or considerations that certain philosophers
have come up with have compelling force. That is, consensually accepted
propositions (or at least some of them) constitute instances of collective philo-
sophical knowledge—these are the propositions known to the philosophers’
community.

Let’s now focus on the consensuses. There is, undoubtedly, massive consen-
sus within the philosophers’ community on many issues. Moreover, there is
also massive consensus about the fype of propositions on which a massive con-
sensus has emerged. These propositions—which are consensually regarded to
be true—can be classified in several ways, and the emphasis may be slightly
different (e.g. Gutting 2009; Chalmers 2015; Frances 2017), but at bottom, all
classifications are very similar. According to them, beyond conceptual and
phenomenological trivialities, facts from the history of philosophy, and beyond
conceptual distinctions and the clarification of conceptual ambiguities, there
are three main types of philosophical consensus. There is a solid consensus
about (1) many (what’s more, plenty of) conditional propositions, also about
(2) a number of (or even most) propositions concerning the virtues and disad-
vantages of rival philosophical theories, and also about (3) numerous (though
significantly fewer) propositions that assert the falsity of certain substantive
philosophical theories. Now, since we consider (most) consensually accepted
propositions to be instances of collective knowledge, we collectively know, for
example, the proposition that (1) “If proper names are rigid designators, then
there is a posteriori necessity”; (2) “Presentism has the virtue of being consis-
tent with the phenomenology of time, but has a Aard time finding adequate
truth-makers for true propositions about the past”; and (3) “Emotivism is an
untenable meta-ethical theory—it is not #rue that moral evaluations are the mere
expressions of emotional attitudes.”

Of course, not all propositions are instances of collective knowledge, which
is surrounded by broad consensus. Typically, we may be uncertain about
type (3) propositions. For example, despite the fact that the vast majority
of philosophers reject it, we would not (at least not willingly) say that we
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know that panpsychism or cosmopsychism is false, or that we know that there
are no Lewisian worlds. But just because there are exceptions (uncertain or
vague Instances), it doesn’t mean that there aren’t any clear-cut instances.
For example, we know that logical behaviorism is false: it is not true that all
mental states are behavioral dispositions. Or, we know that knowledge is not
(fallibly) justified true belief. The differences between uncertain and clear-cut
instances are probably due to the fact that while in uncertain instances it
is easy to suspect that p is actually rejected not for epistemic reasons, but
simply because we are “wired that way” (for some reason, p seems to us for
extremely implausible, astounding, incoherent, etc.), in the clear-cut instances
we strongly believe that we have compelling or knock-down arguments
against p. Do we really know that logical behaviorism is false? Yes, because
Geach (1957), Chisholm (1957), and Putnam (1964/1975) duly refuted it. Do we
really know that the traditional 778 theory of knowledge is false? Yes, because
Gettier (1963) clearly showed that taken together, 7+ 7 + B are not sufficient for
knowledge.

Here’s how the pieces fit together. First, whichever success list you take, if
it contains only consensually accepted philosophical truths (instances of col-
lective philosophical knowledge), then it is missing certain types of proposi-
tions. Notably, none of these lists contains substantive AND positive philosoph-
ical propositions. Propositions that say that things are so and so—this and
this 18 true sumpliciter. That is, propositions that are not of the “if ..., then
...” type, and are not cost-benefit equations of competing theories, and don’t
merely state that one of the many philosophical theories/views is false—but
propositions of the type “this and this is the case,” or “this and this is of such
and such nature,” or “there is such and such a relationship between this and
this.”

Secondly, if there are no substantive and positive propositions on the list
of consensually accepted propositions, that is, the community of philosophers
has not been able to reach consensus about and thus gain knowledge of propo-
sitions that are both substantive and positive, then this means that we don’
know the answers to the big/core/ central philosophical questions. We collectively
don’t know which of the competing theories is true—the big philosophical
problems are unsolved.

Thirdly, the possibility of instances of individual philosophical knowledge
arises precisely with regard to the (substantive and positive) propositions muss-
ing from the above success lists, that is, with regard to the true answers to
the (big) philosophical questions. Many philosophers in the past thought (and
some perhaps still do today) that despite permanent dissensus, they have
managed to solve/answer certain core philosophical problems/questions—
they have compelling argument(s) for substantive and positive philosophical
propositions and so have come into possession of well-established substan-
tive philosophical truths. Accordingly, they think that the cause of permanent
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philosophical disagreement is that their interlocutors in the given debate don’t
understand their arguments—being unable to recognize their compelling
force. (“[TThe danger is not that of [my] being refuted but of being misun-
derstood,” Kant 1781/2010, CPR, 25.)

Fourthly, the denial of individual philosophical knowledge is tantamount
to putting our trust in the community of philosophers rather than in those
philosophers who (despite permanent dissensus) vindicate to themselves the
knowledge of substantive and positive philosophical truths (claiming that their
arguments “force the truth into the open”). In other words, we trust that we
would recognize knock-down arguments instead of supposing the existence of
esoteric, hidden individual knowledge.

However dark this picture may seem at first sight, actually it doesn’t
entail that philosophy is a failed epistemic enterprise. It doesn’t entail
that there’s no progress in philosophy, or not as much as we would like
to see (especially compared to the hard sciences). This is because it is
compatible with the two main versions of optimism about philosophical
progress.

On the one hand, it is compatible with the optimistic view that the pri-
mary aim of doing philosophy is not attaining the truth or knowledge (pace
e.g. Chalmers 2015; Kornblith 2017) but rather the mere “intellectual main-
tenance” of our considered philosophical beliefs (esp. Gutting 2009; Lewis
1982) or the increasingly deeper understanding of philosophical problems
(e.g. Hannon and Nguyen 2022; Keren 2023). It is easy to see that this is
the case, as the above success list and so the “philosophical menu” (Lewis
1982: x) have continuously expanded; and we, the community of philoso-
phers have populated the logical space with ever more elaborate philosoph-
ical theories that are increasingly immune to objections, and in the pro-
cess more and more substantive theories have been discredited. On the
other hand, the above picture is also compatible with Daniel Stoljar’s opti-
mistic view on progress in philosophy. In this approach, he reframes some
of the consensually accepted propositions on the success list (viz nega-
tive substantive truths) as solutions to certain historically embedded philo-
sophical problems (see e.g. Descartes’s mind-body problem, Stoljar 2017:
16-9).

The only version of optimism incompatible with the above picture (there
is no individual philosophical knowledge—all philosophical knowledge is
collective) is the optimism of those who are firmly convinced that, despite
permanent dissensus, they have knock-down arguments for substantive and
positive philosophical truths, and therefore that they know the true an-
swers to certain big philosophical questions (“topic questions,” by Stoljar’s
terminology).
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II.3 No individual philosophical knowledge—the ethics of philo-
sophical belief

Most philosophers have some substantive and positive philosophical beliefs,
which means that they believe in the truth of propositions that are not on
the above success list—these propositions are such that there is a wide-
ranging dissensus about them within the community of philosophers. Thus,
the question may arise as to the nature of the relationship between the the-
sis that “there is no individual philosophical knowledge” and the ethics of
belief.

To put it simply, there is no straightforward link between them. The denial
of individual philosophical knowledge does not entail that S cannot rationally
stick to philosophical beliefs about which there is permanent disagreement.
It is one thing to say that “if p is surrounded by permanent dissensus, then §
cannot know that p (meaning that S cannot have any knock-down arguments
for p)”—it 1s another thing to say that “if p is surrounded by permanent dis-
sensus, then § cannot rationally stick to her belief p.” In short, the denial of
individual philosophical knowledge doesn’t necessarily amount to committing
ourselves to conciliationism and suspending or at least decreasing the degree
of our beliefs.

You may have more than one reason to think that the absence of philosoph-
ical knowledge (or compelling argument) does not entail the duty of suspend-
ing judgments—here are the two most important ones in a nutshell. On the
one hand, you may think that some egocentric bias is epistemically kosher and
rational: the fact that others disagree with you about the truth of p (even if you
take them as your epistemic peers) is not such a big deal, as the evidence or
seeming true upon which you originally committed yourselves to the truth
of p—the original body of evidence or seeming true—has more epistemic
weight than what your opponents believe (e.g. van Inwagen 1996; Huemer
2011; Schafer 2015). On the other hand, you may think that uniquism is false,
and permissivism is true: there are more than one rational doxastic attitudes,
which can belong to a set of evidence (or total body of evidence), hence you
can rationally stick to the truth of p—even though you must concede that oth-
ers can rationally stick to the truth of 7p (e.g. Kelly 2010; Ballantyne and Coft-
man 2011; Frances 2014). That is, if your belief in p is in harmony or equilib-
rium with your pre-philosophical convictions, intuitions, and other beliefs, and
you can defend p from objections, then you can rationally stick to your belief.

To sum up, the only thing the denial of individual philosophical knowl-
edge regarding the ethics of beliefs entails is that you cannot say, “I can
rationally stick to my belief in p in spite of permanent dissensus because
1 know that p.”
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I1.4 No individual philosophical knowledge—the big worry

It seems that the picture is gloomy anyway. If there is no individual philo-
sophical knowledge, then the picture is gloomy because this means that no
one knows the answers to the core philosophical questions. However, if (de-
spite the above) there is individual philosophical knowledge, then the pic-
ture is gloomy (in fact, all the more gloomier) because this means that the
philosophers’ community has failed to recognize that some philosophers have
achieved truth, and therefore it is doubtful whether it is at all able to dis-
tinguish between instances of knowledge from instances of (well-informed)
opinion. And this latter option is troubling not only because if it is true, then
(as we said earlier) we are likely to blindly overlook instances of philosoph-
ical knowledge—we fail to recognize the compelling force of the arguments
of X, 7, £ But (and we haven’t said this yet, even though it would be re-
ally bad news) it is also troubling because, if true, it would fundamentally
call into question the epistemic authority of the philosophers’ community—in
this situation, since it is doubtful that we can distinguish instances of philo-
sophical knowledge from instances of opinion, our confidence must also be
shaken in our knowledge of propositions that are surrounded by massive
consensus.

The big worry is this: it is not at all clear how we could justify the be-
lief (or trust in) that we (the community of philosophers) would recognize if
X, 1, £ had knock-down argument for any substantive and positive philo-
sophical view and, thus, philosophical knowledge. An a prior: justification of the
thesis that the community of philosophers would recognize knock-down ar-
guments and philosophical knowledge seems to be out of the question: after
all, there 1s a conceptual gap between dissensus and the lack of knowledge.
There is no contradiction of any kind in the scenario that the community
of philosophers as a whole has not adopted the correct approach to estab-
lish philosophical truths and only a small group of philosophers has found
the right way of doing philosophy and evaluating the force of philosophical
arguments.

Similarly, an a posteriori justification also seems to be out of the question,
even in principle. This is because the previous consensual successes of philos-
ophy do not provide a firm ground for inductive reasoning. To begin with, as
we have stressed, the community of philosophers has not so far detected any
positive and substantive philosophical knowledge. Furthermore, it is rather
plausible that there is a significant epistemic difference between positive—
substantive philosophical truths and non-substantive/negative ones, and pre-
cisely this difference explains why the community of philosophers couldn’t
establish positive—substantive truths but only other (much less exciting) kinds
of philosophical knowledge. For example, it could be the case that one can
fully grasp the plausibility of some fundamental premises of a philosophical
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argument only if one uses a very specific method in a very specific way. Thus,
neither the (non-existent) previous successes in establishing substantive and
positive philosophical knowledge nor the rather remotely related success in
establishing non-substantive/negative philosophical truths provide a good ba-
sis for trusting in the community of philosophers’ ability to recognize instances
of individual philosophical knowledge and the knock-down arguments for
them.

To sum up, the big worry is that there’s no good basis for trusting that we
don’t blindly overlook the instances of philosophical knowledge and that most
of our consensuses constitute instances of collective knowledge. If our belief
that we’re able to recognize instances of philosophical knowledge cannot be
justified, then it seems that agnosticism is the correct (or at least the default)
stance.

ITII. Trusting in the community of philosophers without
justification

There are two main ways of answering the worry. The first is to lay out
some kind of justification despite of the obstacles. The second one—the way
we attempt to answer the worry—is to provide epistemic grounds without
Justification for having a positive epistemic attitude toward the proposition
according to which the community of philosophers would recognize instances
of individual philosophical knowledge. In other words, we’re going to argue
that believing that the philosophers’ community would recognize instances
of individual philosophical knowledge is an epistemically strong position,
without trying to show that its truth is probable in light of the evidence.
First, we establish the conceptual framework and the starting point of our
argument; then we present the argument itself, and give some reflection
on 1it.

III.1 Conceptual background

In the literature about radical skepticism, there is ample discussion of how one
can have positive epistemic attitude toward unjustified propositions of great
importance (Ranalli 2023). Hinge epistemology is one of those approaches
that try to explain how it is possible. In this context, the term “hinge” comes
from the late Wittgenstein (see esp. Wittgenstein 1969) who inspired hinge
epistemologists probably the most. Hinge epistemology claims that there are
so-called “hinge commitments” that have two main features: hinges don’t
need epistemic justifications and they are conditions for having any epistemic
justification and knowledge either in a specific domain or in all domains.
The most common examples are hinge commitments to the existence of the
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external world, the existence of other minds, or the validity of inductive rea-
soning. Most hinge epistemologists also claim that one doesn’t need epistemic
justifications for these commitments precisely because they are conditions for
having any epistemic justification and knowledge at least in a specific domain
(see, among many, Wright 2004a,b, 2014; Coliva 2015; Pritchard 2016; Coliva
and Palmira 2020). So, for instance, the hinge commitment to the existence
of the external world is said to be one of the conditions for justifying and
knowing that there is a chair in the external world (or having other similar
empirical knowledge and justification).

For the present purposes of the paper, we don’t follow this role-based model
of hinge commitments because it is difficult to apply it to a proposition the
fundamental role of which in any epistemic area can easily be debated. It
would be hard to argue for the view that the commitment to optimism about
the community of philosophers—according to which it would recognize any
philosophical truth if an individual recognized it—would be, even in philoso-
phy, indispensable to having justification or knowledge.

Fortunately, there’s another type of hinge epistemology (sometimes labelled
as content-based hinge epistemology) that can come to our aid in achieving
the main goal of our paper. In this approach, the main basis for showing that a
candidate for the role of hinge does not need justification is not the role of the
hinge itself. Rather, in this kind of hinge epistemology, the main ground for the
needlessness of epistemic justification is that the content of the proposition makes
it impossible to provide a sufficient epistemic reason against accepting the
proposition (Zanetti 2021). Since content-based hinge epistemology anchors
the needlessness of justification in the content of propositions rather than in
their role in different cognitive projects, content-based hinge theories have to
be entitlement theories of hinge epistemology. This is because entitlement-
type hinge epistemology claims that hinges are beliefs or belief-like epistemic
attitudes (acceptance/assumption etc.) toward propositions that don’t need
justification; thus, a hinge theory that is based primarily on the content of
some proposition can be nothing else but an entitlement-type hinge episte-
mology. (For the sake of simplicity, we’re going to talk about beliefs in connec-
tion with entitlements for beliefs rather than belief-like attitudes, but one can
swap beliefs for other belief-like attitudes.)

Our point of departure is the normative nature of entitlements. Agent S is
entitled to do ¢ (in a strict sense) if and only if it is impossible to provide an
inescapable reason for S to not do ¢ and it is not the case because somehow
S earned the right to do ¢. An inescapable reason to not do ¢ is a reason
that constitutes an inescapable obligation—an obligation that the agent must
discharge regardless of what the objects of her motivations are—to not do ¢
(provided that another inescapable reason does not override it). In most cases,
entitlements have some limitations; that is, agents are entitled to this or that
only in one regard or another. So, agent $'has a kind of entitlement to do ¢ (in a
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strict sense) if and only if it is impossible to provide a specific kind gf inescapable
reason for S to not do ¢. For example, if someone is a lawful heir of a dead
person, she is legally entitled to take up her inheritance because it is impos-
sible to provide an inescapable legal reason to show that she has an inescapable
legal obligation to not take up her inheritance. That is, it is impossible to pro-
vide a good legal argument for showing that she has a legal obligation to not
take up her inheritance, which she should discharge no matter what her mo-
tivations are. (Note that, in many cases, you can provide an escapable legal
reason for the heir to not take up her inheritance; for instance, it could be the
case that the inheritance arrangement can be easily challenged legally, and
this fact can be a basis for an escapable reason to not take the full inheri-
tance, which has normative power over the heir only if she fears stressful legal
procedures.)

Epistemic entitlements work the same way. One is epistemically entitled to
hold a belief p if and only if it is impossible to provide an inescapable epistemic
reason for her to not believe p. In a content-based framework, we focus only
on the propositional content of the belief in order to show that it is impossible
to provide such a reason. As a means to show that, one has to keep in mind
that the essential feature of an epistemic reason for giving up belief p is that it
makes ntelligible why it would be epistemically better to give up belief p. That
1s, an epistemic reason for giving up belief p makes it mtelligible why p is false
or may be false too easily.

The word “intelligible” above is emphasized because the fact that a rea-
son for doing something has to make it intelligible why the action in ques-
tion would be good will be the main component of our explanation of why
one is epistemically entitled to a specific proposition. Let’s take as examples
the proposition that “There is at least one truth” (hereafter TRUTH) and
the proposition according to which “I am not entirely mistaken in my judg-
ments” (hereafter RIGHT). Both propositions with these labels are used as
examples of entitlements in Zanetti (2021), but, in our view, we rely on more
transparent explanations for why we are entitled to hold these propositions,
mainly because we don’t invoke Zanetti’s problematic notion of “rational
doubt.”

Let’s start with TRUTH. If you believe that “there is at least one truth,”
then it is impossible to give any kind of epistemic reason for giving up this
belief. It is because any proposition can be regarded as a reason only if it is
regarded as a true proposition. So, if one argues that you should give up the
belief in TRUTH because there 1s a possibility that TRUTH is false, then all
of this will end up in unintelligible gibberish. If we spell out the reasoning,
it would be something like this: “You should give up the belief that there is
at least one truth because i is true that it may be false that there is at least
one truth.” This kind of reasoning is clearly an incoherent mess that does not
make anything more intelligible because it is not intelligible in itself. And no
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slight modification can help. A “reasoning” like that “You should give up the
belief that there is at least one truth because i may or may not be true that it may
be false that there is at least one truth” is not even a reasoning, because it does
not claim anything substantial after all (not to mention that there is still an
air of incoherence about it). If one tries to solve the problem by making an
exception, this attempt will still produce an unintelligible mess: “You should
give up the belief that there is at least one truth because there is only one truth;
namely, that you should give up the belief in that,” which is nonsense for
several reasons. The truth of a proposition cannot be an epistemic reason for
giving up the belief in the proposition (since one of the main epistemic aims of
belief is truth), not to mention the fact that if you follow the pseudo-reasoning,
you will end up with a particularly problematic Moorean paradox: “I don’t
believe that there is at least one truth because it is true that I shouldn’t believe
in that.”

The epistemic situation of RIGHT 1is essentially the same. Arguing for giv-
ing up your belief that at least one of your judgments is correct produces this
kind of mess: “You should not believe that you are not entirely mistaken in
your judgments because the evidence suggests that all of your judgments are
wrong, including any judgment about the truth of my evidence-based claim about
your belief.” Clearly, it is an incoherent “reasoning” that doesn’t clarify any-
thing. The “reasoning” claims that even if the agent judged that she should
not believe RIGH'T] even then her judgment would be wrong—but an admit-
tedly wrong judgment cannot be an appropriate basis of any action. And any
slight modification here and there is of no avail, just as in the case of TRUTH.
This is because a reason cannot suggest, in any shape or form, that itisn’t true,
it cannot be judged as true, or that its truth is the epistemic reason for giving
up belief in it. For if a “reason” implies anything like that, it is not a reason
anymore because it cannot make anything intelligible (including itself).

To sum up, it is impossible to provide an epistemic reason against the be-
lief in the propositions about the existence of truth and right judgments, be-
cause in order to be an (intelligible) reason, any reason needs the truth of both
propositions. This is why you are epistemically entitled to hold both TRUTH
and RIGHT.

III.2 Starting point

In order to lay the groundwork for showing that the belief that philosophers
would recognize instances of individual philosophical knowledge needs (al-
most) no justification, we argue that you are epistemically entitled to believe
in a bit more extended version of RIGHT. We call this proposition RELI-
ABLY RIGHT or R-RIGHT for short and it says that:
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(R-RIGHT) “My epistemic capacity has (at least) a general-minimal reliability with
regard to achieving the truth.”

To see why you can hold on to this proposition regardless of what evidence
you have, its terms should be explicated as follows.

First, the term “epistemic capacity” refers to the whole system of epistemic
abilities that an agent can in principle exercise. It may be the case that on
different occasions, the agent cannot exercise this system of abilities or all
parts of it, but she can do so if all prerequisites are given. On a related note,
we take it for granted that whatever the goal of an epistemic enterprise and
exercising of the epistemic capacity may be, it includes achieving the truth in
the sense that one can achieve this epistemic goal (for instance, knowledge)
only through adopting true belief.

Secondly, an epistemic capacity has a “minimal reliability” with regard to
achieving the truth insofar as it is the case that if the agent puts worthwhile
effort into determining the truth value of p by exercising her epistemic ca-
pacity, then either she has a better chance to achieve the truth than she would
have if she did not exercise it or she doesn’t have a better chance to achieve
it, but she has a better chance to achieve the meta-truth that her epistemic
capacity has no use in figuring out the truth value of p. In other words, her
epistemic capacity is minimally reliable with respect to the truth value of p if
her exercising it with worthwhile effort makes it more reasonable for her to
expect—compared to simple guessing or the irresponsible use of her epistemic
capacity—that she will achieve the truth or at least that her epistemic capacity
doesn’t help in achieving the truth about p. For example, if you with a mini-
mally reliable epistemic capacity investigate the truth value of the proposition
whether Magdeburg was founded in 805, and you have a reliable history book
on Magdeburg, then it is reasonable for you to expect that your epistemic ca-
pacity will reveal the truth value of the proposition (provided that you put
enough effort into it and read the book). However, if you don’t have such a
book, then it is reasonable for you to expect that you will conclude that you
can only guess.

Thirdly, “general-minimal reliability of an epistemic capacity” means that
the epistemic capacity has minimal reliability in most epistemic situations and
the cases in which it doesn’t have are the exceptions. Let’s take the above
examples once again. In most situations people with minimally reliable epis-
temic capacity can correctly determine whether they can determine the truth
value of the proposition according to which Magdeburg was founded in 8o5.
Most of them recognize correctly whether their mental (their memory) or
physical resources (their books at hand) are reliable tools for answering the
question about Magdeburg’s foundation. However, there are exceptional epis-
temic situations (we may call them misleading epistemic situations) in which
guessing would be a more reliable tool for them to figure out the truth than
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relying on their epistemic capacity. For example, consider a situation in which
they have an otherwise good history book in which the date of the founda-
tion 13 just wrong. So even though these situations are not only possible but
sometimes are real, R-RIGHT claims that they are the exceptions and not
the rule.

It may be important to make it clear that we don’t use a robust kind of
notion of “worthwhile effort” in R-RIGHT or in the explanation of general-
minimal reliability. We just want to point toward a fact that if an agent does
not exercise her epistemic capacity with enough attention and care, then it
is almost like as if she doesn’t exercise it. Your epistemic capacity can pro-
duce epistemic results only if it is used in a responsible way. However, it is
another question what it exactly means for an agent to exercise her epistemic
capacity with enough attention and care. For example, Descartes famously
thought that it includes the attempt to get clare et distincte representation or
intuitions. We wouldn’t be so rigorous as Descartes, and, presumably, even
he would admit that the criterion of responsible cognition varies from con-
text to context. Whatever is needed for a worthwhile effort in exercising an
epistemic capacity, the point is that it would be irrational to believe that with-
out some cognitive effort to find out the truth, you can do significantly better
than baseless guessing. (Unless, like in the case of chicken-sexers, one has em-
pirical evidence for having an unconscious cognitive mechanism for figuring
out some specific truths—but these cases have no bearing on the topic of this
paper.)

It is time to turn to why an agent is epistemically entitled to believe that
her epistemic capacity has (at least) a general-minimal reliability with regard
to achieving the truth. It is worth starting with the fact that without having an
epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability, the probability is at best
50% of an agent making a right decision about whether she would have better
chances to arrive at the truth insofar as she exercises her epistemic capacity
instead of guessing about the truth. So, if she gives up the belief that she has
such capacity, she will have no reason to suppose that she can decide whether
a fact or argument provides a good reason for her to believe or disbelieve p.
For if she disbelieves that it is more probable in most cases that she makes a
correct decision about whether it probably pays off to rely on her epistemic
capacity and the perceived reasons, then she has no ground to believe that
she makes a good decision about the expected epistemic usefulness of the
epistemic capacity in the current, particular situation.

Insofar as we keep in mind the above, it is easy to see why any argumenta-
tion against the belief in R-RIGHT undercuts itself. Each argument against
this belief attempts to provide a reason which implies that the believer is in-
capable of reliably differentiating between situations in which she can rely on
the reasons that are provided by her epistemic capacity and other situations in
which she can’t rely on them. That is, each argumentation against the belief in
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R-RIGHT attempts to provide a reason for giving up the belief in R-RIGHT
by also inadvertently suggesting that the agent has no basis for assuming that
she is able to reliably discern whether the reason provided is a genuinely good
one for giving up the belief in R-RIGHT. In short, whatever reason she is
provided with against R-RIGHT, it necessarily also suggests that she has no
reason to assume that it is a good reason.

The incoherence that turns the alleged “reasoning” against R-RIGHT into
an unintelligible pseudo-reasoning is the same that appears in the case of
RIGHT. And it cannot be fixed, as it cannot be fixed with regard to RIGHT,
either. The most promising possible modification to eliminate the incoherence
would be to introduce (even an arbitrary) exception into the reasoning. One
could say that “You should not believe that you have an epistemic capacity
with general-minimal reliability because evidence ¢ shows that in almost all
cases your epistemic capacity is unreliable with regard to whether your epis-
temic capacity has a better chance to achieve the truth than guessing, except
wn this case in which e shows the general unreliability of your epistemic capac-
ity.” The problem is that it is not a reason against the belief in having an
epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability; rather, it is a reasoning
that shows the existence of such epistemic capacity. If there is evidence ¢ that
provides a good reason to believe that you can follow the evidence only in
one case, then ¢ is the basis upon which your epistemic capacity is able to de-
termine that you should rely on your epistemic capacity only in that specific
case.

It is no accident that the same happens if one attempts to provide a rea-
son for the lack of a generally and minimally reliable epistemic capacity with
regard to a very specific domain. Insofar as one argues that “You should not
believe that you have an epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability
in relation to domain d because evidence ¢ provides a good reason for your
inability to rely on your epistemic capacity in this domain,” then one inadver-
tently suggests that you do have an epistemic capacity with general-minimal
reliability in relation to domain d insofar as the exercise of this capacity can
tell you that you can’t do better than guessing in this domain. The charita-
ble interpretation of one’s reasoning is that one misunderstands the phrase
“general-minimal reliability,” whereas the strict interpretation is that it is just
an incoherent mess. Perhaps it is not without worth to note that if one ap-
plies this reasoning to the domain of philosophy, the incoherence is even more
striking. This is because recognizing that a reasoning shows that you cannot
do better than guessing in philosophy would be clearly a great philosophi-
cal and epistemic achievement, so it would immediately imply that there is at
least one philosophical proposition about which you can do better than simply
guessing whether it is true or not.

In light of all of the above, there is only one more possible type of modifica-
tion that may help to eliminate the incoherence of the original argumentation.
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It could be said that this evidence ¢ (whatever it is) shows that you, actually,
have an epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability (in the way as in-
dicated above) but also because you have this capacity, you should recognize,
based on evidence ¢, that you should not believe that you have this epistemic
capacity. However, this argumentation is incoherent once again (albeit in a
different way) because the truth of a proposition cannot be the epistemic rea-
son for giving up belief in the proposition. Moreover, accepting this kind of
argumentation would produce a rather ugly Moorean paradox: “I have an
epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability, but I don’t believe that I
have it, precisely because based on ¢, my general-minimal reliability tells me
not to do so.”

Since there are no other possible forms of reasoning against believing in
R-RIGHT besides reasoning through the falsity of R-RIGHT, the falsity of
R-RIGHT except in a few or many cases, and the truth of R-RIGHT, we
think that we have demonstrated that it is impossible to provide a reason
against the belief in R-RIGHT, not to mention the impossibility of provid-
ing an inescapable reason for giving up the belief in R-RIGHT. Therefore,
even if you don’t have an epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliabil-
ity, it cannot be made intelligible why you shouldn’t believe that you have.
That is to say, regardless of R-RIGHT is true or not or whatever the evidence
says about that, you are epistemically entitled to believe that R-RIGHT 1is
true.

III.3 The argument

Based on the epistemic entitlement to believe in R-RIGH'T, our argument for
the epistemic entitlement to believe that the community of philosophers would
recognize instances of individual philosophical knowledge goes as follows:

(1) Everyone is epistemically entitled to believe that she has (at least) a general-
minimal reliability with regard to achieving the truth. [Being entitled to
believe in R-RIGHT]

(2) The evidence indicates that the basic epistemic capacities of people with-
out serious cognitive impairment are the same.

(3) If (1) and (2), then everyone is (a posteriori) entitled to believe that peo-
ple without serious cognitive impairment have (at least) a general-minimal
reliability with regard to achieving the truth.

(4) If an epistemic community is well-organized and its members have mini-
mally and generally reliable epistemic capacities, then the epistemic com-
munity would recognize the truth at issue if an individual achieves it.

(5) The evidence indicates that the community of philosophers is well-
organized.
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(C) Everyone 1s (a posteriori) entitled to believe that the community of philoso-
phers would recognize the philosophical truth if an individual with the
same generally and minimally reliable epistemic capacity achieved it.

Let’s take the premises one by one. Since we have already argued for (1) in
the previous section, let’s see (2). In contrast with (1), premise (2) is an evidence-
based proposition. In the scientific community and western culture, there is an
agreement that there are no notable basic cognitive differences among people
without serious cognitive disorders. Denying this is tantamount to embrac-
ing scientifically discarded forms of biological/cultural racism, misogyny, and
alike. And whether someone has a generally and minimally reliable cognitive
capacity with regard to truth is a basic aspect of one’s cognition. Of course,
people differ as to how reliable their cognitive capacities are with regard to
this or that truth, but it would be deeply problematic to say, without evidence
for some cognitive impairment, that whereas some people are epistemically
better off if they themselves decide whether relying on their cognitive capac-
ities is better than guessing, other people are so dumb that it doesn’t matter
much whether they just guess about the usefulness of their epistemic capacity
with regard to the truth value of p or exercise their epistemic capacity to an-
swer this question. Even though most probably, there are differences in talent
among people with regard to whether they correctly see that they should or
should not try to form an opinion about some fact, the most probable an-
swer to why some people are so wrong about those matters is that they don’t
put worthwhile effort into thinking about them—they just form their opinion
based on their first intuitions.

Insofar as one accepts (2) due to the firm evidence for its favor, and be-
lieves in R-RIGHT (taking the entitlement), then one also has to believe that
people without serious cognitive impairment have (at least) a general-minimal
reliability with regard to achieving the truth. The reason why it is the case
1s rather simple. If one believes that her epistemic capacity is generally and
minimally reliable, and that everyone (who has no serious cognitive impair-
ment) has the same basic epistemic capacity, then she also has to believe that
everyone (without serious cognitive impairment) has this kind of epistemic
capacity.

However, there is an important issue here. Since the belief that you have
an epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability is not based on justi-
fication but is an epistemic entitlement, the belief that everyone has an epis-
temic capacity with general-minimal reliability is significantly based on an
epistemic entitlement (besides some evidence for the cognitive homogeneity
of mankind). In other words, the belief that everyone has generally and min-
imally reliable epistemic capacity has no full justification (because the claim
that you have such epistemic capacity has no full justification). Thus, we (the
authors) claim only that you and everyone else are in a derivative and a pos-
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teriori way epistemically entitled to believe that everyone has such epistemic
capacity. Therefore, it can be said that everyone is a posteriori entitled to believe
that everyone has such epistemic capacity. And this is what (g) claims.

Premise (4) is a general claim about epistemic communities. An epistemic
community is well-organized if the best experts on the truth value of p in-
fluence the most the community’s consensus about the truth value of p, and
there is a high probability that people who form the consensus about p get
to know the relevant papers or views on the truth of p. Moreover, the best
experts are the ones who put the most worthwhile effort into figuring out the
truth value of p. If an epistemic community is not only well-organized, but
its members also have generally and minimally reliable cognitive capacities,
then we should expect that the epistemic community can recognize instances
of individual knowledge of the truth value of p, so the individual knowledge
of p turns into collective knowledge. This is because if it can be demonstrated
through human cognition that p is true, then people who not only have mini-
mally and generally reliable epistemic capacity but also put worthwhile effort
into determining the truth value of p will most probably see that p is true with
the aid of a knock-down argument. Knock-down arguments help people in
making worthwhile effort to evade the two most common obstacles to getting
to (an otherwise achievable) truth: trying to see the truth from a wrong per-
spective, or just simply not finding the perspective that shows the truth. And
it would not be the case if the well-organized epistemic community’s mem-
bers did not have minimally and generally reliable epistemic capacity. This
is because, on this supposition, even if a member of the group accidentally
came up with a knock-down argument for p, even the best members of the
group could only guess whether the intended-to-be knock-down argument is
valid or not, and they did not even know that even their best efforts cannot
be better than a simple guess. However, if their epistemic capacity is generally
and minimally reliable, then—with the help of the knock-down argument—
they would most probably recognize how it is possible to demonstrate the
truth of p.

Premise (5) is also an evidence-based proposition. It claims that the com-
munity of philosophers is well-organized in the above sense. It is hard to deny
that it is the case. The experts on different philosophical topics produce pa-
pers and monographs that provide sufficient evidence for believing that they
put worthwhile effort into achieving the truth in their research fields. Papers,
monographs, and encyclopedias, which describe the state of art of research
fields, show that experts with quality papers and books are the ones who form
the consensuses of the community of philosophers the most. Moreover, cases
of philosophical “one-hit wonders” like Edmund Gettier’s famous paper pro-
vide good evidence for the claim that the community of philosophers can rec-
ognize knock-down arguments and instances of philosophical knowledge even
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if these come from people who are not among the most well-known experts of
a specific field.

Let’s now turn to the conclusion of the argument. If you follow the evi-
dence and believe that the basic epistemic capacities of people are roughly
the same and that the community of philosophers is a well-organized epis-
temic community, and you are also epistemically entitled to believe that you
have an epistemic capacity with general-minimal reliability, then you have to
be (a posteriori) epistemically entitled to believe that everyone (without serious
cognitive impairment) has such epistemic capacity, including the members of
the community of philosophers, and (a posteriori) also epistemically entitled to
believe that the well-organized community of philosophers would recognize
philosophical truths if an individual with the same generally and minimally
reliable epistemic capacity achieved it.

The main idea is simple. If someone produces a knock-down argument for
a philosophical proposition and all humans without serious epistemic impair-
ment have better chances to achieve the truth by exercising their epistemic
capacity (compared to simple guessing), then it is more probable that the com-
munity of philosophers will recognize that her argument is a knock-down one
because the members of the community have roughly the same cognitive ca-
pacity as the individual has. So, if one is epistemically entitled to believe that
she and everyone else has relatively good chance of achieving the truth (com-
pared to guessing), then one also has to be epistemically entitled to believe
that members of the well-organized community of philosophers also have a
relatively good chance of recognizing if someone achieved the truth in philo-
sophical matters. Therefore, one is entitled to believe that the philosophers’
community would recognize a knock-down argument as long as there is no
strong evidence either against basic epistemic similarity between philosophers
and other individuals or against the well-organized structure of the commu-
nity of philosophers.

III.4 Some meta-reflections

As far as we can tell, our argumentation is not too complicated and easy to
follow, still, it can be helpful to provide a more compact and less detailed
version of the argument from a different perspective. Based on the literature
on metaphilosophy and the atmosphere of conferences and other events, we
(the authors) have the strong impression that most of us already believe that
our community would recognize philosophical knowledge and knock-down
arguments. However, the lack of justification for this background belief is wor-
rying, especially because it seems to be impossible to provide a non-circular
justification for this assumption. This raises the possibility that all of us should
suspend our optimistic belief with regard to the ability of the philosophers’
community. We (the authors) cannot solve the problem by providing clear-cut
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justification for this belief. What we attempted to do in this paper was to show
that nobody needs to suspend their belief that the community of philosophers
would recognize instances of philosophical knowledge as long as there is
firm evidence for the basic epistemic homogeneity of humankind and the
well-organized nature of the philosophical community. This is because no
one can provide any good and intelligible reason against the belief that you
have a generally and minimally reliable epistemic capacity; and if members
of a well-organized community are roughly the same as you epistemically,
then no one can provide any intelligible reason for it being improbable that
they could recognize the same truths that you can.

Of course, it may be the case that someone provides sufficient evidence
against the well-organized nature of the philosophers’ community (we, the
authors, firmly believe that there is virtually no practical chance of produc-
ing good evidence against the basic epistemic homogeneity of humanity). All
we have attempted to show is that the belief and trust in the ability of the
philosophers’ community to recognize instances of individual philosophical
knowledge is a reasonable position as long as such evidence is not produced.

Therefore, the argument of the paper, first and foremost, is levelled against
those who believe that there is individual (or small-group) philosophical
knowledge. If our argument is correct, there is an epistemological asymmetry
between, on the one hand, believing that the philosophers’ community would
recognize instances of philosophical knowledge, and, on the other hand, be-
lieving in the existence of individual philosophical knowledge by denying that
the philosophers’ community would recognize them. Whereas the former po-
sition can be maintained on the basis of epistemic entitlements and some
rather basic evidence, the latter cannot be, because one has to epistemically
earn every bit of right to hold that view. And in philosophy, especially in sub-
stantive and positive matters, it is very difficult to earn anything, epistemolog-
ically speaking
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