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ABSTRACT: On a common formulation, rationalist infallibilism is committed to two
main theses: (i) ‘analytic a priori infallibilism’ and (ii) ‘synthetic a priori infallibilism’.
According to thesis (i), a relatively wide range of analytic a priori propositions can be in-
fallibly justified. According to thesis (ii), a relatively wide range of synthetic a priori
propositions can be infallibly justified. In this paper, I focus on rationalist infallibilism’s
second main thesis, what is being called ‘synthetic a priori infallibilism’. T argue that
synthetic a priori infallibilism, and by extension rationalist infallibilism, is untenable. In
particular, exploring what seems to be the only potentially plausible species of synthetic
a priori infallibility, I reject the infallible justification of propositions about the self.
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1. Introduction: rationalist infallibilism
and propositions about the self

On a traditional formulation, rationalist infallibilism is a doctrine com-
mitted to two main theses: (i) ‘analytic a priori infallibilism’ and (ii) ‘syn-
thetic a priori infallibilism’. According to thesis (i), a relatively wide range
of analytic a priori propositions can be infallibly justified. According to the-
sis (ii), a relatively wide range of synthetic a priori propositions can be infal-
libly justified. In sum, then, for the rationalist infallibilist two main catego-
ries of propositions are susceptible of infallible justification: (i) analytic
propositions such as logical, mathematical, and ‘conceptual’ propositions,
and (ii), synthetic propositions such as those concerning the external world
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and the self. Though rationalist 1nfalhb1l1sm is increasingly falling out of
favor, there is no shortage of notable 2021 century adherents of one or
more of the two species of infallible a priori justification. Among others,
Fumerton (2001), McGrew (2003), and McGrew et al. (2007) still profess
the a priori infallibility of some analytic propositions, while Burge (1986;
1988; 1996) and Lewis (1996) have recently defended the a priori infallibil-
ity of some synthetic propositions (see Hoffmann 2011, 241).

In this paper, I examine ratlonahst infallibilism’s second thesis, so-called
‘synthetic a priori infallibilism’.! More specifically, focus will be restricted
to what are likely the only potentially viable candidates for synthetic a pri-
ori infallible justification, propositions about the self. In the course of this
exploration, I reject the possibility of the infallible a priori justification of
propositions about the self. Moreover, on the seemingly reasonable as-
sumption that propositional knowledge involves propositional justification,
that for a proposition to be known it must in some sense be justified, the
1mp11cat1on is that infallible a priori knowledge about the self is also out of
reach.” On the other hand, this anti-infallibilist argument does not elimi-
nate the possibility of a priori justification and or knowledge (about the self
or otherwise) in general, since it leaves open that some species of fallible
a priori justification/knowledge might be within reach.

2. Infallibility about the self

One primary candidate for a priori infallibility, perhaps the most prom-
ising one, is in the domain of syntheticity.” To name just a few, proposals

I undertake a similar project in Hoffmann (2012).

In what follows, though, discussion will primarily focus on justification instead of
knowledge, in order to avoid questions surrounding the definition or analysis of the con-
cept of knowledge.

I assume here that there is (i) an analytic/synthetic distinction and (ii) an a priori/a
posteriori distinction that can be drawn along relatively traditional lines: (i) propositions
whose truth depends exclusively on meaning/propositions whose truth doesn’t depend
exclusively on meaning, and (ii) propositions justifiable independently of experience/
propositions not justifiable independently of experience. If it turns out (i) and/or (ii) is
false, this is of little concern, since surely skepticism that there is a special domain of
analytic and/or a priori propositions is far more likely to be harmful to infallibilist than
anti-infallibilist aspirations.
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for synthetic a priori infallible justification have included propositions
about material objects, substances, properties, and the self (see Hoffmann
(2011, 246). For example, the first three proposals for synthetic a priori in-
fallible justification have been canvassed in some form or another by both
Price (1953) and Lewis (1996). There seems to be a consensus, though,
that these kinds of proposals for synthetic a priori infallibility have not sur-
vived sustained review. In any event, whatever the merits of the case for
synthetic a priori infallibility about various external world phenomena, dis-
cussion here is confined to a class of synthetic propositions whose a priori
infallibility still seems to be a live issue — propositions about the self.*

Traditionally, propositions about the self have been at the heart of the
infallibilist program in epistemology. For the infallibilist, (some) proposi-
tions about the self are supposed to be self-justifying or self-verifying in the
basic sense that their mere belief establishes their truth. In specifically ra-
tionalist terms, a proposition about the self is supposed to be self-justifying
in the sense that its belief is a priori sufficient to establish its truth. Des-
cartes’ proposals about first-person mental states (1996/1641, 80ff) are the
locus classicus for a priori infallibility about the self (see Hoffmann 2011, 47;
2012, 576):

(Cogito) I am thinking (therefore I exist as a thinking thing)
and along the same lines
(Dubito) Iam doubting (therefore I exist as a doubting thing).

Independent of whether (Cogito) and (Dubito) are self-justifying at all,
i.e., whether belief in them establishes their truth (in some potentially falli-
ble sense), is the question of whether they are susceptible of infallible justi-
fication, i.e., whether belief in them establishes their truth infallibly or in-
defeasibly. For the infallibilist the pertinent question is whether Cogito-
like propositions, or any other proposition about the self of significant cog-
nitive interest, can be justified in a way that is truth-entailing? More spe-

Other proposals for synthetic a priori infallibility include putative ontologically nec-
essary truths to the effect that (something exists) or (at least one thing exists), and
weakened Cogito-like propositions such as (thought exists) or (thinking exists). I leave
open that one or more of these synthetic propositions is an infallibly justified a priori
truth, while bearing in mind their indisputably negligible cognitive import in compari-
son with classical Cogito-like propositions (to be considered next in the text).
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cifically, can these propositions be justified in a way that confers on them
absolute warrant, or a probability of 1, where ‘probability’ is read in puta-
tively objective terms, and ‘truth’ is read in standard realist terms?”

One rationale for rejecting infallible a priori self-justifying propositions
stems from a firmly entrenched epistemological principle. The received
view at present seems to be that justification for propositions about the self
can never be determinately reflexive or self-referring (e.g., McDonald 1998).
For example, if I have the thought (I am currently thinking), the warrant
for the truth of the proposition expressed by this thought cannot be ob-
tained by the mere having of this thought. Instead, it is reasoned, it must
be secured via some kind of reflection on the thought. Moreover, insofar as
reflection implies the existence of two, numerically distinct thoughts pre-
sent in this case (a first and a second-order thought), it is unclear how the
second-order thought (I think that I am thinking) can infallibly justify its
first-order constituent (I am thinking). The upshot of this line of argu-
ment is that Cogito-like propositions such as (I am thinking), or even iter-
ated Cogito-like propositions such as (I think that I am thinking), do not
appear susceptible of infallible justification.

But this nascent anti-infallibilist line of argument is less than decisive as
presently formulated since the Cartesian infallibilist about the self has at
her disposal a steadfast reply to it. For Descartes (Cogito) and (Dubito) are
infallible a priori self-justifying propositions since they are instances of di-
rect ratiocination that supply unmediated acquaintance with the reality of
the thinking self (Descartes 1996/1641, 80-81). David Lewis (1996, 564ff)
similarly seems to construe (Cogito) and (Dubito) as pure rational intui-
tions, minus the Cartesian metaphysics (about subjects) and commitment
to any form of internalism, intuitions that furnish unmediated access to the

reality of the subject (see Hoffmann 2011, 248; and 2012, 57ff for more on
this).®

More on this construal of infallibility and its bearing on the possibility of a priori in-

fallibility about the self in §5.

One might object to direct, time-sensitive rational intuitions as a source of justifica-
tion/knowledge on pro tanto empirical grounds. If one’s direct ‘acquaintance’ with sub-
jective reality is restricted to the specious present and vanishes on second-order reflec-
tion, it might be argued, Cartesian rational intuitions cannot confer rational justification
on propositions about first person mental states (or any other content-bearing state).
Assuming judgment is diachronic and rational intuitions are synchronic, intuitions in-
dexed to time fragments lack normative force since they disappear just as one registers
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Needless to say, no claim to the unlimited scope of infallible a priori
justification about the self is made here.” For Descartes and Lewis the pos-
sibility of infallibility about the self is conditional upon the satisfaction of
explicit desiderata, respectively, Descartes’ clearness and distinctness crite-
rion and Lewis’ numerous criteria for ignoring counterfactual possibili-
ties—states of affair that would undermine the truth of the proposition at
issue. But in situations where the relevant criteria are met one can be ac-
quainted with one’s mental states directly and immediately,8 in a way that
eliminates the need for second-order reflection. For Descartes, although
Lewis is more circumspect on this point, this includes mental states with
propositional content, such as beliefs about the self (e.g., (I am now think-
ing)). It follows, on this general outlook, that there is at least a small class
of propositions about the self that are determinately reflexive, and conse-
quently, whose belief guarantees their truth (see also Burge 1986; 1988).

a judgment about them. I reserve judgment on this kind of objection since it enlists
controversial premises concerning the nature of memorial cognition and knowledge,
e.g., that they are temporal tokens, indexed to their time of conception. For discussion
of the nature of memorial cognition and knowledge and its bearing on the viability of
first person a priori judgments, see Boghossian (1989), Ludlow (1999), Brueckner
(1997), and Goldberg (1997).

For ease of exposition, ‘infallibility about the self will hereafter largely be used as
shorthand for ‘infallible a priori justification about the self and ‘infallible a priori

knowledge about the self’.

The general notion of direct a priori acquaintance demands close inspection. In par-

ticular, beyond indistinct formulations of the phenomenon in terms such as ‘the light of
reason’, ‘intuitive obviousness’ or the like, important issues arise concerning the modal
status, empirical status, and truth-conduciveness of pure rational intuitions. Typically,
rational intuitions are deemed necessary, impervious to empirical data, and infallibly
truth-conducive. For example, Bonjour (2005, 99), in deference to the first two criteria,
declares rational intuitions provide “direct or immediate insight into the truth, indeed
the necessary truth, of the relevant claim .... They are thus putative insights into the es-
sential nature of things or situations of the relevant kind, into the way that reality in the
respect in question must be”. Turri (2011), contra the traditional view, defends the pos-
sibility of some kinds of contingent a priori rational intuitive knowledge. The bearing of
such issues on the possibility of infallibility about the self will become especially evident

in §4.
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3. Infallibilism and direct ratiocination

In consequence, a more direct confrontation of Cartesian infallibilism
about the self is required. As a first attempt, it might be argued against the
Cartesian infallibilist that Cogito-like self-justifying propositions cannot be
rationally justified in esse. At bottom, direct acquaintance with the mental is
a notoriously perplexing epistemic phenomenon (see Bonjour 2003, 17f for
a discussion of some of the main concerns): it is an enigma how brute mental
states (about the self or otherwise) can be vehicles of rational justification.
A pivotal concern is mental states of the form (I'm experiencing like ¢his),
where this designates a primitive feature of experience, look devoid of cogni-
tive content—the kind of content that can figure in judgments.

To be sure, mental states of this kind lack descriptive content since they
take the form (I'm experiencing like thaz) instead of (I'm experiencing like
that and not like that). Such mental states, it can scarcely be denied, do not
encode either definite or indefinite descriptions, on any remotely plausible
construal of ‘description”.”

The crucial question, then, is whether the mental states under consid-
eration possess some kind of ‘minimal’, non-descriptive cognitive content,
content that can play a justificatory role. One reason for being skeptical
about this possibility is there doesn’t seem to be an intelligible account of
the reference of ostensibly primitive mental states. On the surface, the ref-
erent of the demonstrative this in such mental states is intractable. For
starters, since it is fundamentally deictic, this obviously does not designate
a context-independent state of affairs. More importantly, the referent of
this, since it is necessarily a primitive feature of reality, looks to be com-
pletely subject-dependent, meaning it doesn’t even seem to have a context-
relative semantic value—a semantic value stable across some set of contex-
tually relevant variables. If this is correct, the mental states in question can
be viewed as purely phenomenal, and consequently, as lacking cognitive
significance. It would follow, in this case, that they cannot furnish support
for particular hypotheses or claims, that they cannot raise the credibility of

? Some infallibilists (e.g., McGrew 2003; McGrew et al. 2007), typically of an inter-

nalist bent, explicitly reject this seemingly innocuous thesis. A more direct defense of
this thesis is provided in §4, in our discussion of the infallibilist’s appeal to the phe-
nomenon of direct reference or acquaintance in application to beliefs about mental states.
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a proposition, belief, or utterance in comparison with any other proposi-
tion, belief, or utterance.

Naturally, in response, the infallibilist will contend that the referent of
the demonstrative zhis in primitive mental states is, in a fundamental sense,
non-discursive: i.e., it lacks conceptual constituents, complex structure, dis-
crete components, etc. In this connection, the infallibilist might appeal to
a special kind of rudimentary cognition (the likes of which has been articu-
lated by Husserl and Brentano, among others), a kind of cognition that is
prior to language or possibly even to conceptualization, as the source of self-
justifying infallible belief about the self. But the view that there can be pre-
conceptual, or what has been called ‘semi-judgmental’ mental states that in-
fallibly justify propositions about the self looks patently untenable. A pivotal
concern is it seems virtually undeniable that mental states that are vehicles of
justification must in some sense be representational (Bonjour defends this
contention in Bonjour — Sosa 2003, 20). This, of course, is not to say that
the representational content of justificatory mental states need be anything
like a truth-evaluable propositional thesis or assertion, or that it be explicitly
formulatable in terms of something like ‘comparison’ or ‘contrast’ classes. At
a minimum, though, such mental states must have some kind of representa-
tional content (or perhaps informational content, if one prefers), i.e., they
must depict things as being one way rather than another, in order to function
as justifiers. But since the mental states in question lack such content, they
cannot supply warrant for propositions about the self, let alone absolute war-
rant. The irresistible inference is that direct ratiocination about the self can-
not be the spring of a priori infallibility about the self. 10

4. Direct ratiocination and conceptual acquaintance

Another reply to our dismissal of infallibilism about the self involves the
attempt to develop a more theoretically motivated account of direct ratioci-

10 . .
The argument I advance here has some resemblance to a widespread anti-foun-

dationalist argument according to which a mental state cannot both (i) have cognitive
import and (ii) provide a foundation for propositional knowledge. Here I take no stance
on the anti-foundationalist polemic. Since we haven’t ruled out the possibility that
there are defeasible foundations for propositional knowledge that can be secured in
a manner that does not involve direct acquaintance with mental states, our argument
has no direct bearing on fallibilist variants of foundationalism.



348 GLEN HOFFMANN

nation. In brief, in this vein, one might defend the possibility of a kind of
direct conceptual acquaintance on the basis of an account of first person ra-
tional intuitions, an account that might be considered in some sense phe-
nomenonologically faithful. For example, one might exploit a view of first
person rational intuitions along the lines of Bonjour’s (1996; 2003) and
Bealer’s (2000) appearance model to this effect, where such intuitions in-
volve a kind of seeing or visualizing of subjective reality, rather than a con-
ceptual or propositional grasp of it (n.b.: neither Bonjour nor Bealer are in-
fallibilists about the self). Since on this model Cogito-like propositions
take the general form (I'm experiencing/feeling/being-appeared-to like that,
therefore that), where that does not refer to a propositional object, they
might be thought to secure direct (non-discursive) acquaintance with the
reality of the thinking/experiencing self. The infallibility of Cogito-like
propositions in this case is thus supposed to stem from the fact that they
enjoin a kind of direct reference or acquaintance with mental states
(McGrew et al. 2007, 132; Burge 1986; Burge 1988), analogous to the way
some have claimed one might be directly acquainted with features of the
external environment through perception.

Importantly, this variant of infallibilism about the self is not tied to in-
ternalism (as in McGrew et al. 2007) — where the content of and/or the
justification conditions for one’s mental states are in some sense ‘subject-
internal’ (e.g., introspectable, open to consciousness, transparent, lumi-
nous, etc.). A number of self-proclaimed externalists, including Burge
(1986; 1988), Lewis (1996), Heil (1988), and Davidson (1984; 1987), have
defended an account of a priori self-knowledge along the lines of the ac-
count currently being sketched (though seemingly only the former two can
rightly be viewed as infallibilists). Burge (1988, 659-660), most notably, has
developed an influential account of infallible a priori self-knowledge that is
non-discursive in the sense under consideration, one in which there is
a non-inferential link between conception and apperception of the self (and
wherein the infallibility of certain beliefs (or thoughts) about the self is
guaranteed by their reflexive character — by the fact that they ‘logically lock’
onto their first-order constituents).

In my view, though, there are powerful reasons for rejecting the refined
formulation of direct mental acquaintance, whether internalist or external-
ist in orientation. But even if it is possible to directly apprehend the con-
tent of a mental state, or to have indefectible ‘privileged access’ to certain
kinds of mental phenomena, this looks to be small consolation to the infal-
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libilist. On our central line of argument, mental states with which one is
directly acquainted ipso facto lack cognitive import since they are devoid of
representational or informational content. Since mental states of the form
(it seems, appears, or feels to me that such-and-such) concern “those condi-
tions of the subject, whatever they are, which are accessible to the subject,
whenever they obtain...” (Williamson 2000, 15), such states are veridical by
fat. Primitive mental states must, on this score, be considered strictly phe-
nomenal, and quite possibly, beyond the limits of what is expressible.

Williamson (2000, 14ff), among others, has also argued for the epis-
temic triviality of primitive or what he calls Tuminous’ mental states, on
the grounds that they lack truth-tracking conditions ensuring their ‘safety’
or ‘secure’ application. Bypassing Williamson’s externalist-motivated uni-
versal anti-luminosity argument, = my principal contention is that primitive
mental states, insofar as they concern the putative content of immediate ex-
perience or the character of bare sentiment, are cognitively vacuous. What-
ever import they might have, such states are effectively nebulous from the
standpoint of epistemology: they can neither figure in judgments nor con-
fer rational justification on beliefs, statements, utterances, or any other
bearer of propositional content.

Now obviously there are fundamentally divergent views about the na-
ture, scope, and limits of cognitively significant mental content. While the
argument currently being developed leaves open that there can be cogni-
tively significant mental states (though not via a direct or unmediated grasp
of their content), no substantive position about the nature of cognitively
significant mental content is being adopted here. Instead, my specific con-
tention is that there is no satisfactory construal of direct mental acquaint-

Williamson employs the semi-technical notion luminosity to refine a conception of
transparency in application to mental states. Williamson (2000, 95) defines luminosity as
follows: A condition C is defined to be luminous if and only if (L) holds:

(L) For every case a, if in & C obtains, then in a one is in a position to know that
C obtains.

He then advances an argument to show that no non-trivial condition is luminous.
While the strategy is an interesting one, I take a different route (albeit one that is con-
sistent with and intersects with Williamson’s strategy). Since luminosity is an explicitly
reliabilist property, by Williamson’s own admission (Williamson 2000, 95f), it is not
clear his anti-luminosity argument directly confronts any internalist infallibilist position
that jettisons reliability constraints on rational justification/knowledge (e.g., see
McGrew et al. 2007, 132ff).
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ance where a mental state one is directly acquainted with can serve as the
infallible justifier of a Cogito-like proposition or any other proposition about
the self of significant cognitive interest.

5. Semantic infelicity

A final reply to our dismissal of infallibilism about the self calls into
question our position via a revisionary maneuver. > This proposal tries in
effect to intrinsically guarantee infallibility about the self, typically, by
enlisting some kind of semantic-error theory of the general kind recom-
mended by Wittgenstein (1969, 10ff). On this proposal, the putative falli-
bility of Cogito-like propositions is the result of some variety of semantic
or conceptual infelicity. The apparent fallibility of such propositions, it is
urged, is a product of linguistic misappropriation that involves the violation
of conventions governing concepts about the mental. Based on the way ex-
pressions such as I, think, doubt, exist, thinking thing and doubting thing are
used, the semantic error theorist reasons, it is rationally impossible to dis-
sent from (Cogito) or (Dubito). Such dissent, it is maintained, constitutes
an infringement of de facto rules concerning the proper use of language for
rational subjects (where ‘rational’ itself is interpreted in some pragmatic
manner). For instance, for Wittgenstein (1969) it would involve breaching
implicit rules constraining the use of discrete fragments of language, i.e.,
making incorrect moves in what are dubbed ‘language games’. For others
such as Davidson (1984; 1987) it would involve assenting to propositions
(e.g., ~(I exist as a thinking thing)) that conflict with one’s overall rational
commitments,"” thereby generating some kind of doxastic contradiction. "
For those with Kantian inclinations it would involve endorsing proposi-

2 This section draws on previous work of mine (see Hoffmann 2011, 245-246). The

difference is that in the earlier article I consider a revisionary reply to analytic a priori in-
fallibilism instead of synthetic a priori infallibilism.

Davidson, though, is not a proponent of semantic-error theory, nor does he profess
the infallibility (as it has been defined here) of (Cogito), (Dubito), or any other proposi-
tion about the self. So it is doubly misleading to characterize him as a champion of the
semantic infelicity defense of infallibilism about the self.

In recent work, Burge (1996) adopts a similar strategy to Davidson, one that signifi-
cantly departs from Burge’s earlier defense of infallibilism about the self (1986; 1988).
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tions that conflict with the postulates of Kant’s transcendental deduction of
the unity of apperception in consciousness, formulated in the first Critique.

Whatever the merits of semantic-error theory and similar outlooks, it
looks to be an unpromising candidate for resurrecting infallibilism about
the self. Such a viewpoint is borne out by disinterring some basic implica-
tions of the semantic infelicity proposal. Suppose it turns out the apparent
fallibility of Cogito-like propositions stems from semantic impropriety of
the general kind under consideration. In this instance what has been shown
is that it is rationally impossible, incoherent, or inconsistent (or some
combination of these things) to doubt such propositions. On the surface,
though, it would not have been established that (Cogito) and (Dubito) are
logically indefeasible in the sense at issue (see also Hoffmann 2011, 245). As
I've argued elsewhere (see Hoffmann 2011, 245f), the impossibility of
doubting a proposition is equivalent to the impossibility of a proposition’s
falsity only on the condition that logical possibility is a species of some kind
of epistemic possibility, i.e., where (roughly) what is logically possible is
identical to the set of propositions that is, at least in principle, knowable.
Now while the logical possibility <> epistemic possibility thesis cannot be
dismissed outright, and is typically endorsed in conjunction with some kind
of semantic-error theory, this scarcely seems to threaten the anti-infalli-
bilist argument currently on offer.

As it happens, granting the apparent fallibility of (Cogito) and (Dubito) is
the product of semantic impropriety, and the concomitant logical possibility
< epistemic possibility thesis, in actuality involves recasting the infalli-
bilism/fallibilism debate in a way that leaves fallibilism about propositions
about the self unscathed. As I've argued elsewhere (see Hoffmann 2011, 246),
this basic outlook, defensible or not, forecloses on the possibility of infallibil-
ity about the self since it involves redefining the alethic concepts of truth and
falsity in explicitly anti-realist terms. The contention that (Cogito) and
(Dubito) can be infallibly justified becomes essentially insensible on theories
that dispute realist construals of expressions whose subject terms refer to
mental phenomena, and that accordingly, contest the reality of the mental. If
there is no fact of the matter about our mental states independent of the way
we employ mental concepts, the infallibility/fallibility of Cogito-like proposi-
tions is a question proscribed at the outset. Davidson, for his part, explicitly
acknowledges this point since, as mentioned, his account of first-person au-
thority and privileged access does not aspire to anything in the vicinity of in-
fallibility, indefeasibility, incorrigibility, or the like. Wittgenstein similarly
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recognizes this consequence of the basic outlook under consideration. The
semantic view articulated in On Certainty, Wittgenstein concedes, rules out
the possibility of certainty as the notion is traditionally understood, i.e., from
something like a language-independent standpoint.

Field, on the other hand, obliquely suggests an alternative interpreta-
tion of matters. Field (2005) has recently argued in Quinean fashion that all
‘high level’ debates about the status of purported a priori knowledge, e.g.,
in the areas of mathematics and logic, are best treated pragmatically — via
the inferential role, illocutionary force, doxastic entitlement, or some com-
parable pragmatic dimension of the propositions in question. One might
argue, along these general lines, that if there is no interesting question con-
cerning the objective, theory-neutral infallibility of propositions about the
self (or any other a priori proposition), and if there is a compelling prag-
matic defense of infallibility about the self (as some have maintained), then
infallibility about the self par excellence, the only a priori infallibility to as-
pire to, is within reach. This is correct as far as it goes but doesn’t directly
confront the anti-infallibilist argument on offer. Granting the question of
a priori infallibilism is a pragmatic one, and that within this framework cer-
tain kinds of a priori propositions such as those about the self are infallibly
justified, only bolsters the conviction that a priori propositions about the
self are not amenable to objective infallible justification, where objective is
read in standard realist terms. Similar to the other semantic infelicity pro-
posals, this one preemptively outlaws exactly the kind of infallibility about
the self presently under consideration, the kind advocated by the garden va-
riety rationalist infallibilist. Field, as it happens, is seemingly in agreement
on this point (as Wittgenstein and Davidson are).

6. Concluding remarks

If T am correct, contra Descartes (1996/1641), Burge (1986; 1988), Le-
wis (1996) and McGrew et al. (2007), there is no proposition about the self
that can be infallibly justified a priori. On the view articulated here, reason
cannot furnish absolute warrant for (Cogito), (Dubito), or any other propo-
sition about the self of significant cognitive interest. In the end, the princi-
pal defect of infallibilism about the self is found in its account of direct
mental acquaintance, and in particular, in its failure to supply an account of
direct mental acquaintance that enables primitive mental states to infallibly
justify propositions about the self. Moreover, the class of revisionary ma-
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neuvers typically proposed also fail to deliver infallibilism about the self.
Construing dissent from Cogito-like propositions as a form of seman-
tic/conceptual infelicity resurrects infallibility about the self only at the un-
acceptable cost of redefining the terms of the infallibilist/fallibilist debate
(as traditionally conceived).

The upshot of the foregoing discussion is that rationalist infallibilism and
one of its two main sub-theses, synthetic a priori infallibilism, are indefensi-
ble doctrines.”> On the other hand, the arguments advanced in this paper
have no direct bearing on any non-rationalist infallibilist doctrine, nor, as far
as I can see, do they provide anything resembling a template for constructing
a general argument against all forms of infallibilism. Moreover, the position
defended here clearly leaves open the possibility that some species of fallible
a priori justification may be within reach since no real reason has been given
for rejecting any fallibilist model of a priori justification.
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