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ABSTRACT

In this thesis, I try to answer some basic questions about the a priori. Namely, what is it
supposed to be? Should we believe in its existence? And is it important?

Chapter One, “The Problem of Forgotten Evidence,” sets the stage. I introduce
the distinction between internalism and externalism, which plays a crucial role
throughout the thesis. Roughly speaking, internalists think that one is justified in holding
a given belief only if one can access adequate evidence for it, upon reflection, while
externalists deny this. I argue that only an externalist can explain why we are now
justified in believing things, such as facts about world history, which we originally learned
on the basis of reasons we have since forgotten.

Chapter Two, “T'wo Notions of A Priori Justified Belief,” distinguishes between
two ways of understanding what a priori justified beliefs are supposed to be, an internalist
way and an externalist way. I argue that the two ways of understanding what a priori
justified beliefs are lead to different and somewhat surprising outcomes regarding how
much is a priori. When thought of in the internalist way, a priori justified beliefs are
unstable and especially hard to come by in the first place. When thought of in the
externalist way, however, they are secure and easier to acquire.

Chapter Three, “The Importance of the A Priori,” argues that there is no reason
to think that the a priori is important in the strong sense which some philosophers seem to
think it is. They argue for their view on the grounds that our ability to learn about the
world depends on our being a priori warranted in relying on certain belief forming
procedures, like taking our perceptual experiences at face value, and accepting the
testimony of other people. I show that there is a sense in which that is true, but that, in
that sense, it does not support the strong conclusion they ultimately want. One would
mistakenly think that it does only if one illicitly switched back and forth between
internalist and externalist perspectives.

Thesis Supervisor: Robert Stalnaker
Title: Laurance S. Rockefeller Professor of Philosophy





