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After Quine's attack on the existence of an empirical/non empirical divide in "Two Dogmas" a
number of attempts have been made to defend a notion of apriority that is compatible with the pursuit of
a naturalistic programme in epistemology. Gianquinto and Casullo, for instance, have sought to sever
the notion of apriority from that of empirical unrevisability thereby allowing for the possibility that a priori
claims may be (epistemically) contingent. This paper argues that this minimalist notion of apriority rests
on a mistake, for it conflates the notion of justification (the question of entitlement) with that of
acquisition.
First I distinguish between strong, weak and minimalist notions of apriority. Broadly speaking the strong
notion of apriority is at work in the rationalist tradition, weak apriority is employed in Kant's or Kantian
inspired transcendental arguments and the minimalist notion is the one that is endorsed by those who,
like Gianquinto and Casullo, pursue a naturalistic programme in epistemology. The notion of apriority at
work in the rationalist tradition is strong in that it links the concept of apriority with that of truth: a priori
knowledge is knowledge of necessary existential truths or, in other words, metaphysical knowledge.

The Kantian notion of apriority differs from the rationalist for it links the notion of apriority not to
truth but to justification. Kantian apriority is metaphysically weak, but epistemically robust. It is
epistemically robust because it links the notion of apriority not merely with the unavailability of empirical
disconfirmation but with the requirement for a different kind of justification, justification of a non-empirical
nature.

The minimalist notion of apriority differs from the Kantian notion in that it severs the a priori not
only from the (metaphysical) question of truth, but also from the (epistemological) issue of immunity from
empirical verification. Minimalist apriority denies that there is a notion of justification that is normative,
i.e., that arises in answer to what Kant called a de jure rather than de facto question. It is this
epistemically feeble notion of the a priori that is defended by Gianquinto and Casullo. Casullo and
Gianquinto seek to sever the link between apriority and immunity from empirical disconfirmation by
arguing that the conclusions of invalid arguments are "rationally acquired" and yet empirically refutable.
Casullo, for instance, describes a scenario in which Phil, who is a reliable, although not infallible
producer of valid proofs, is monitored by a neurophysiologist who uncovers a correlation between his
occasional errors of reasoning and the presence of an interference pattern in the brain. Casullo argues
that whereas Phil's belief that p entails q is justified a priori, it is defeated by empirical evidence and
extrapolates from this that immunity from empirical disconfirmation is not a criterion of apriority (Casullo,
A., "Revisability, Reliabilism and A Priori Knowledge" in Albert Casullo's (ed.), A Priori Knowledge).

I argue that there is a distinction between a claim being justified a priori and us believing that it
is justified a priori. I may, for instance, acquire the belief that 676 is a multiple of 3 by mishearing a
conversation between mathematicians, but this notion of non-experiential acquisition falls short of the
notion of rational justification, for the latter is a normative, not a descriptive concept. If the proof that I
overheard were very complex and if I made use of it in good faith with disastrous consequences, I could
excuse my actions by citing how I came to acquire the belief. But justification of this kind is of a
psychological or sociological, not of a rational nature. The concept of "rational acquisition" that
Gianquinto and Casullo seek to defend is inconsistent for the concept of reason is normative whereas
the concept of acquisition is descriptive.


