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Summary:
I articulate an account of the epistemology of logic according to which (1) basic logical principles are
methodologically indispensable, (2) we can justifiably believe that these principles are sound, but (3)
such principles are rationally revisable. I first explain why (1)–(3) appear to be in tension with one an-
other by carefully articulating and examining several well-known arguments in the literature. I show
that a key claim in these arguments is that that in making an inference, one must use or depend on
a logical principle. Further, I show that an insufficiently nuanced understanding of this idea, which
I call inferential dependence, is at the root of the apparent tension between (1)–(3). To make progress,
I articulate a novel account of inferential dependence. Using this account, I show that leading theo-
ries of the justification of logical principles are faulty. Finally, I resolve the apparent tension between
(1)–(3) by employing often-overlooked resources from Quine’s overall epistemology. Using these re-
sources, I distinguish the methodological status of indispensability from the epistemological statuses
of justifiability and revisability. Using this distinction, I articulate a holistic account of justification and
revisability which nonetheless affords a special methodological status to basic logical principles. This
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account combines the appealing features of apriorism and holism in a unified way that satisfies (1)–(3).
A more detailed dissertation abstract can be found at the end of this document.
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Dissertation Abstract

I defend the thesis that basic logical principles are (1) methodologically indispensable, (2) justifiably be-
lieved to be sound, and (3) rationally revisable. While (1)–(3) are widely accepted in the epistemology of
logic, these theses appear to be jointly inconsistent. The primary tasks of my dissertation are to clearly
articulate the source of this apparent inconsistency, and to develop a coherent picture of the epistemology
of logic according to which (1)–(3) are all true.

The main sources of tension between (1)–(3) can be found in two problems that are widely discussed in
the literature. The first is the problem of justification of deduction. According to one influential strand
of literature, recently re-popularized by the work of Paul Boghossian, our beliefs in the soundness of log-
ical principles must be justified by sound deductive argument. However, because of the methodological
indispensability of logic, in making an argument to justify a basic logical principle we must use the very
principle whose soundness the argument is supposed to establish. Thus, basic logical principles can be
justified only by rule-circular arguments. But, if no circular argument justifies its conclusion, basic logical
principles cannot be justified. The second problem is that of rational revisability. Another influential ar-
gument, recently advanced by Crispin Wright, Bob Hale, and others, purports to show that basic logical
principles are not rationally revisable. According to this argument, any rational revision of a logical prin-
ciple must be based on an argument that purports to show that the principle is unsound. However, due to
the methodological indispensability of logic, in making any such argument we must use the very principle
whose unsoundness is to be established. But, any argument of this character is self-undermining since, if
its conclusion is true, the argument depends on an unsound principle.

A key feature of the arguments that generate the problems of the justification and rational revisability of
basic logical principles is the use to which thesis (1), the thesis of methodological indispensability, is put.
In both arguments, a key claim is that, in producing the needed argument, we must use the very principle
whose soundness is at issue. Surprisingly, no account of the use of logical principles that could underwrite
this claim exists in the literature. So, to make progress in assessing the problematic generated by these
arguments, I provide an account of this phenomenon, which I call inferential dependence, in chapter 2. On
my view, to depend on a principle in making or accepting an inference is to be committed to accepting that
principle. More specifically, in making or accepting an inference, one is committed to accepting a principle
of which that inference is an instance. But an important and often overlooked question is: Which principle
is one committed to? To answer this question, I propose that we consider the most reasonable account one
can give of the acceptability of the particular inference in question. This account will cite some features of
the inference in question—e.g. formal characteristics, specific content, etc.—as reasons why the inference
is supposed to be acceptable. But then, by lights of this account, any inference with those features should
also be acceptable. That is, one is committed to accepting any inference that has the cited features. The
principle whose instances are precisely the inferences with the cited features is thus the principle to which
one is committed—on which one depends—in making or accepting the inference. I employ this account in
chapters 3 and 4 to explain the failings of several currently prominent views, and to develop the positive
view that I articulate in chapters 5 and 6.

In chapter 3, I consider Paul Boghossian’s recent efforts to solve the problem of the justification of deduc-
tion. Boghossian’s idea is that basic logical principles can be justified rule-circularly; that is, justified by
the use of arguments employing those very principles. Using the account of inferential dependence that
I develop in chapter 2, I argue that this proposal does not succeed. Closer examination of the problem in
light of this result reveals that the only non-skeptical solution to the problem is to allow that not all logical
principles are justified inferentially.

In chapter 4, I argue that leading accounts of non-inferential justification of basic logical principles—e.g.
rational insight (BonJour), concept possession (Peacocke), cognitive mechanisms (Maddy)—fail to allow
for the rational revisability of logic. This failure, I argue, stems from an ambiguity in ‘basic’. By ‘basic
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principle’ one might mean a principle that is fundamental or axiomatic in a logical system. Alternatively,
one might mean a principle that is is epistemically immediate; one that can justifiably be accepted without
being accepted on the basis of anything else. Typical accounts of non-inferential justification attempt to
account for the justification of principles that are basic in the latter sense, but the central problem in the
epistemology of logic, I argue, is to account for the justification of principles that are basic in the former
sense. By considering recent work of Stewart Shapiro, I argue that we must account for the justification of
basic logical principles holistically; that is, by consideration of the entire logical system in which they play
a foundational role.

The conclusion of chapter 4 leaves us with the following puzzle: How can there be basic logical principles
if logic is to be justified holistically? In chapter 5, I address this question via an excursion into Quine’s
philosophy of science. I argue that Quine’s picture of science is at once holistic and stratified into basic
and non-basic elements. Basic logical principles are fundamental in an overall systematic theory, but this
fundamentality does not amount to a special epistemic status; basic principles and statements arrived at by
their use are justified alike by their membership in our current best overall systematic theory. A common
objection to this sort of view, advanced by Michael Friedman and others, is that holism does not allow us to
make sense of methodological indispensability. To counter this objection, I argue that basic logical princi-
ples have a special methodological status; namely that we can be entitled to accept them despite being unable
to offer any non-circular reasons in favor of their acceptability.

In chapter 6, I examine the status of entitlement more closely. I begin by considering Reichenbach’s at-
tempted solution to the problem of induction and recent accounts of entitlement, such as that of Crispin
Wright, inspired by it. By drawing on an analogy to Goodman’s new riddle of induction, I argue that these
accounts are at best incomplete because they fail to determine which principles in particular we can be en-
titled to accept. I address this shortcoming by arguing that we are entitled to accept the logical principles
that are so central to our overall theorizing that, in the sense explicated in chapter 2, we depend on them
in all of our theorizing, and thus, given the results of chapter 3, cannot currently offer any non-circular
argument in favor of their acceptability. This bears some similarity to accounts of Hilary Putnam and Gary
Ebbs, according to which we can be entitled to accept statements when, as Ebbs puts it, we cannot specify a
way in which they may be false. A common objection to such accounts is that they allow us to accept basic
principles “for free,” and thus amount to theft rather than honest toil. While this objection does constitute
a problem for those accounts, I argue that this is only because these accounts do not adequately take into
consideration why we may be unable to specify a way in which a principle may be unsound. However,
by employing the account of inferential dependence that I articulate in chapter 2, I explain why we cannot
specify a way in which basic logical principles may be unsound. We cannot specify a way in which a basic
principle may be unsound, in my sense, because we depend on that principle in a significant portion of our
theorizing. Of course, the development of such a body of theory involves a significant amount of epistemic
work, and thus our entitlement to accept basic principles is not objectionably easy to come by. Further, to
specify a way in which such principles may be unsound would amount to describing a new overall theory
that does not depend on those principles, and in some cases we are simply, given our current theoretical
understanding, unable to offer such a description. But, since the principles upon which we now depend
are determined by our current best accounts of the acceptability of particular inferences that we make and
accept, this picture leaves open the possibility that it may someday be rational to revise or reject logical
principles that we are currently entitled to accept.

Last updated: August 11, 2014


