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Introduction

On a widespread and plausible picture, reasoning is a rule-governed activity.1 In our reasoning,
we employ various rules of inference. Some of the rules we employ are deductive rules of
inference – presumably including versions of Modus Ponens, Reasoning by Cases, Reductio ad
Absurdum and the like. Other rules we employ are ampliative rules of inference – presumably
including some version of Enumerative Induction or Inference to the Best Explanation.
This general picture of reasoning raises an important explanatory question: What explains the
fact that we are epistemically justified in employing some rules of inference but not others?
Why, for instance, are we justified in employing Inference to the Best Explanation (if indeed we
are) but not Inference to the Third Worst Explanation?
This question is particularly pressing for those rules of inference that we employ as basic in our
thought – the rules that we employ but not on the basis of having any beliefs about the rules or
employing any other rules.2 The difficulty here is in explaining how it can be that we are justified
in employing a rule of inference where this justification does not stem from a justified belief that
the rule preserves truth, that the rule preserves justification, or that the rule otherwise has some
positive epistemic status.
A few years back, David Enoch and I wrote a paper called “How Are Basic Belief-Forming
Methods Justified?”.3 In it, we argued for an answer to this question. The answer we gave, in
broad outline, is that the justification thinkers have for employing a rule of inference as basic
*
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stems from its importance to their thought. A rule of inference is epistemically justified when it
is pragmatically indispensable to one of the central projects of rationality.
I like this view. It’s the best view I’ve been able to come up with. But I’m much more confident
of its overall shape than I am about all of the details and refinements that appear in that paper.
What I’d like to do here is to provide something like a prequel to that paper. I don’t want to
argue for the specific account that appears in my paper with Enoch, but rather for the claim that
we should endorse a view in the general ballpark. In explaining the justification of our basic
rules of inference, we should appeal (in part) to features like usefulness or conduciveness or
indispensability to important or required cognitive projects.
In this paper, I will focus on the case of deductive rules of inference. This is an interesting
special case, one that enables me to sharply raise some tricky issues. I will also get at the topic a
bit sideways. I won’t be directly focusing on the question of how thinkers are justified in
employing certain deductive rules as basic. Rather, I’ll be focusing on a slightly different
question. To make this question salient, it helps to tell a (somewhat goofy) story:
A Story
The aliens have landed. They have descended on the capitals of the world and asked to be
shown examples of human accomplishments. Since they seem friendly, we’ve decided to
comply. We show them tall buildings and grand engineering projects. We explain our
great discoveries in physics, chemistry, and the other sciences. We present them with
masterworks of literature, art, and music. They are appreciative of all that we show them.
Then we turn to mathematics. We show them Andrew Wiles’s proof of Fermat’s Last
Theorem.4 Here is their response:
“Hmmm… We see that a lot of work went into this. And it certainly highlights some
interesting connections between different areas of mathematics. But it’s difficult to see
the point of all this work. After all, there is a simple four-line proof:
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Suppose x, y, z, and n are positive integers with n>2.
Under this supposition, xn + yn ≠ zn.
So if x, y, z, and n are positive integers with n>2 then xn + yn ≠ zn.
Therefore, for no positive integers x, y, z, and n with n>2 is xn + yn = zn.
So why did you go to all this bother?”5
This story can be used to raise several interesting questions: What is it to prove a claim? In what
way is coming up with a proof a genuine accomplishment? What is the nature of mathematical
understanding? And so on.
I’d like to focus on a different issue. A natural reaction to the story is that something is wrong
with the aliens. One problematic feature of the aliens is that they don’t appreciate the value of
Wiles’s proof. But there is a deeper problem.
Let’s suppose that the aliens really do employ the following rule of inference:
(FLT) From the belief that x, y, z, and n are positive integers with n>2, infer that xn + yn ≠ zn.
For instance, this rule licenses directly inferring from the claim that 13, 16, 17, and 5 are positive
integers with 5>2 to the claim that 135 + 165 ≠ 175.
Let’s suppose that the FLT rule is basic in their thought – or at least, that it is as basic in their
thought as simple deductive rules are in ours. In employing the rule, the aliens don't do any rapid
mathematical calculations. They don't survey all of the natural numbers or quickly prove
Fermat’s Last Theorem before moving from the premise to the conclusion. They simply infer
from the premise directly to the conclusion.
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Let’s also suppose that the aliens have a psychology similar to our own, and that they employ the
very same rules of inference as we do – with the sole exception being the addition of the rule
FLT.
The alien’s reasoning in their “proof” does not yield a justified belief. While the aliens have a
true belief that Fermat’s Last Theorem is true, and they have come to believe this claim on the
basis of employing necessarily truth-preserving rules of inference that are basic in their thought,
they are not justified in so believing. Their belief lacks an important positive normative status.
As it is tempting to say, the aliens are making giant leaps in their thinking. In their applications
of FLT, their movements in thought are simply too big to yield a justified belief.
Now contrast the following rule:
(MP) From the beliefs that P and that if P then Q, infer that Q.
We employ this rule, or one much like it. In contrast to the aliens, our employment of this rule
does seem justified.6 Typically, if we are justified in believing P and in believing if P then Q, and
we come to infer that Q by employing this rule, the resulting belief is justified. The step from P
and if P then Q to Q is small enough to yield a justified belief.
The question I’d like to discuss in this paper, then, is this: What explains the fact that we are
justified in employing MP but we would not be justified – and the aliens in my story are not
justified – in employing FLT? 7
The reason this question is vexing is that there is a great deal in common between MP and FLT.
They both preserve truth. They both necessarily preserve truth. Indeed, both rules are logically
valid. (Or, at least, FLT is logically valid if we add a suitably strong theory of arithmetic as an
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additional premise.)8 MP is basic in our thought. FLT is basic in theirs. We treat MP as
obviously correct. They treat FLT as obviously correct. And so on. The difficult question, then,
is this: What breaks the symmetry between these two rules?9
I should concede that some aspects of my science fictional story may be a bit misleading about
this question. Generating or possessing a mathematical proof is not simply a matter of reasoning
deductively. But the story helps to throw into sharp relief the difference between rules like MP
and rules like FLT, which is the contrast that I’m really interested in.
My discussion will proceed as follows. First, I’ll make a few necessary clarifications about the
question that I’m asking and the background assumptions that I’m making. Then I’ll canvass
several ways of trying to answer the question. In particular, I’ll spend a fair bit of space
discussing the idea that the crucial disanalogy between MP and FLT is that MP is built into one
of our concepts – namely, the concept of the conditional – and FLT is not. I will argue that this
account cannot explain the difference in epistemic status between the two rules. Instead, I will
argue, we should appeal to usefulness, indispensability, or a closely related property in
explaining this difference. Finally, I’ll conclude by making a few remarks about how a view in
this ballpark should be developed.
The overall structure of my argument is perhaps the least satisfying kind of argument in
philosophy: “There is a very difficult problem here. Every view has its problems. The problems
for all the other views are devastating. But the problems for my preferred view – while serious –
can potentially be answered.” It would be nice to have something better to say in support of my
view. But the issues here are difficult and this may be the best we currently can do.
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2 Clarifications
Before I discuss candidate accounts, let me first briefly make a few clarifications.
The first clarification concerns the rule MP. There are several reasons to think that we do not
(and should not) employ a Modus Ponens-like rule that is as simple as the rule MP stated above.
As Gilbert Harman has argued, we do not and should not routinely infer what logically follows
from our beliefs.10 One reason is that doing so would clutter our minds with irrelevancies. A
second reason is that, when we notice that some implausible conclusion follows from premises
we accept, sometimes the thing to do is to give up a premise rather than adopt the conclusion.11
These considerations do not only apply to the logical consequence of our beliefs in general. They
also apply to the specific case of Modus Ponens.
There are additional reasons to think that Modus Ponens-like rule we employ is more
complicated than the simple rule stated above. One important consideration involves the
existence of graded beliefs. I’m sympathetic to the idea that we don’t merely have all-or-nothing
beliefs, but also degrees of confidence in various propositions. Our deductive rules of inference
presumably take these degrees of confidence somehow into account. A different consideration
concerns permission and obligation. In some cases, it seems, we are mandated to draw the
relevant deductive inference. In other cases, we are permitted but not required to do so. Our
deductive rules of inference presumably somehow register the difference between such cases. A
third consideration concerns suppositions. We can draw deductive inferences within the scope of
suppositions, so the deductive rules we employ do not only govern the inference of beliefs from
beliefs.
These complications notwithstanding, it is plausible that we employ a rule of inference that
closely resembles the rule MP. We find Modus Ponens inferences extremely natural to make.
When we report or rehearse trains of thought, it seems evident that we make use of a Modus
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Ponens-like rule. In what follows, then, I will assume that we employ a deductive rule of
inference that resembles the rule MP stated above.
A second clarification concerns the normative notion at issue in the central question of this
paper. The relevant difference between the rules MP and FLT is a normative one. What exactly
is this normative notion?
One might think that the core phenomenon here concerns knowledge: MP typically preserves
knowledge and FLT does not.12 That is, we typically come to know the conclusion of a MP
inference applied to known premises, whereas the aliens don’t even typically come to know the
conclusion of a FLT inference applied to a known premise.
I agree with the claim that we typically come to know the conclusion of a MP inference applied
to known premises and the aliens do not typically come to know the conclusion of a FLT
inference applied to a known premise. But that is not the central normative difference. If the
premises of a MP inference are justified – whether or not they are known – the conclusion will
typically also be justified. The analogous claim is not true for FLT. So a more general and more
fundamental difference is that MP typically preserves justification and FLT does not.13
There is a still more fundamental difference. Consider a thinker who forms a belief by applying
MP to confidently held but unjustified beliefs. The resulting belief is epistemically problematic –
it is an unjustified belief. But the thinker has not done anything wrong in drawing the inference.
She has only made one mistake in her reasoning. By contrast, suppose one of the aliens applies
FLT to a confidently held but unjustified belief. The alien will have made two mistakes in its
reasoning – it will have applied an unjustified rule of inference to an unjustified belief. What this
suggests is that a still more fundamental contrast concerns the normative status of inferences and
rules of inference rather than beliefs: We are justified in employing the rule MP whereas the
aliens are not justified in employing the rule FLT.
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It is worth saying just a bit about how I am using the term “justified”. One of the lessons of
contemporary epistemology is that there may be several different notions of justification. The
relevant notion for my purposes here is the one that undergirds the intuitions we have about the
aliens in the story. The intuitive contrast concerns epistemic responsibility: MP is an
epistemically responsible rule (for us or the aliens) to employ. By contrast, FLT is an
epistemically irresponsible rule (for us or the aliens) to employ.
These intuitions about responsibility are connected to the “size” of an inferential step. MP makes
only a small step in reasoning. That is part of why it is a responsible rule for us to employ. By
contrast, FLT rule makes a giant leap. That is why it is an irresponsible rule for the aliens to
employ.
It is an important part of the setup of the case that the aliens are employing FLT as a basic rule in
their thought. If, for instance, the aliens were to employ FLT on the basis of possessing a proof
that the rule is truth-preserving, they would not count as epistemically irresponsible. What is
irresponsible is employing FLT as a basic rule in thought. The challenge at the heart of this paper
is to explain what breaks the symmetry between valid rules employed as basic.
Given these clarifications, the central question of this paper can be restated as follows:
What explains the fact that thinkers (or at least, thinkers broadly like us) are epistemically
responsible in employing MP as a basic rule in thought but are not epistemically
responsible (or at least, are significantly less responsible) in employing FLT as a basic
rule in thought?
In answering this question, one needn’t present a justification of MP. We’re not looking for some
argument that will make thinkers justified in employing MP when they weren’t already. We’re
also not looking for considerations that will convince a skeptic (or an agnostic) about deductive
reasoning. Rather, what we’re looking for is an explanation of the epistemic difference between
the rules. In particular, we’re looking for a necessary condition on justification (or a necessary
part of a sufficient condition or …) that can distinguish between MP and FLT. And this
condition had better be one that is normatively relevant.
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It is worth noting that there is the same kind of phenomenon for non-deductive rules as there is
for deductive rules. For instance, a rule of inference that takes a large collection of experimental
data as its input and generates a scientific theory as its output in a single step is not one that we
are justified in employing as basic. This is so even if the scientific theory that is output by the
rule is the theory that we would ultimately come to upon careful reflection on the experimental
data. It is simply too big a leap to go from data to theory in a single step. One needs to work out
the theory. The same phenomenon also arises in other cases – for instance, in the generation of
our everyday empirical beliefs and our moral judgments about difficult cases.14
In the end, we’re going to want a unified answer to the question of why thinkers are justified in
employing certain rules of inference (and belief-forming methods more generally) as basic – an
answer that applies to deductive and inductive rules as well as to the belief-forming methods that
govern perception, the imagination, memory, and so on. In particular, we’re going to want a
unified theory of when a step in thought counts as “too large”, and an explanation of why beliefforming methods that involve steps that are too large are unjustified. In what follows, however, I
will largely restrict my attention to the case of deductive reasoning.

3

Candidate Views

Those clarifications made, let me now discuss candidate views of the normative difference
between MP and FLT. I won’t be discussing specific accounts so much as general approaches.
To get a sense of the difficulties involved with finding a plausible view, consider the following
three accounts of the justification of rules of inference employed as basic in thought.
The first view appeals to truth-conduciveness. This is a natural place to look for a normativelyrelevant property. After all, in some important sense, truth is the goal (or, at least, a goal) of
inquiry.
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Reliabilism. Thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing a rule of inference as basic in
thought if (and by virtue of the fact that) the rule is conditionally reliable in the sense that
it tends to yield truths from truths.15
If one is interested in knowledge instead of justification, one might appeal to a different truthrelated property – for instance, safety. One might say that a rule of inference (employed as basic)
is knowledge-preserving if it is safe in the sense that it couldn’t easily lead from truth to falsity.16
Given my focus on justification rather than knowledge, I’ll focus on reliability rather than safety,
but the main problem for Reliabilism will apply to safety-based accounts, too.17
The second view appeals to a psychological notion, namely, psychological unavoidability:
Psychological Unavoidability. Thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing a rule of
inference as basic in thought if (and by virtue of the fact that) reasoning with the rule is
psychologically unavoidable for the thinkers.18
This view may be motivated by appeal to an epistemic ought-implies-can principle. Given that a
thinker cannot avoid employing some particular rule of inference, one might claim that the
thinker is not unjustified – that is, epistemically irresponsible – in employing the rule in
reasoning.
The third view appeals to phenomenology:
Phenomenology. Thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing a rule of inference as basic
in thought if (and by virtue of the fact that) applications of the rule are accompanied by
the appropriate phenomenology.19
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For instance, one might claim that thinkers are justified in employing a rule as basic if
applications of the rule are accompanied by feelings of obviousness, clarity, or rational
compulsion.
The idea here is that just as we (plausibly) are justified in forming beliefs about our immediate
surroundings by taking how things perceptually appear to us as a guide to how things are,20 so
too are we justified in reasoning in certain ways by taking feelings of obviousness (or clarity or
rational compulsion, or the like) as a guide to how to reason. After all, one might ask, what else
do we have to go on but how things seem to us?
These three views are very different from one another. And each of them faces difficulties
specific to the view in question. For instance, against Reliabilism, there are plausible
counterexamples to reliability as either necessary or sufficient for epistemic justification.21 More
generally, reliability has no intuitive connection with epistemic justification (when understood as
epistemic responsibility) – the mere fact that a rule of inference tends to be truth preserving does
not make it responsible to employ.22 A difficulty facing Psychological Unavoidability is that it
makes epistemic justification much too cheap – on this view, a thinker can be justified in
employing any rule whatsoever, so long as the thinker has the right kind of psychological
incapacity. Finally, against Phenomenology, I’m suspicious of the claim that there is any such
phenomenology that typically accompanies our reasoning. Most of the time, our reasoning
doesn’t come along with an accompanying feeling of obviousness, clarity, or rational
compulsion. Sometimes, there is such a feeling – for instance, when one is carefully reflecting on
a simple inference – but such feelings are certainly not as common as philosophical folklore
would suggest.
These problems are pressing. But for present purposes we don’t need to go into all of that. There
is a straightforward problem that applies to all three views. Namely, none of the proposals can
19
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distinguish between MP and FLT. Both rules are perfectly reliable. They do not merely have a
tendency to move from truths to truths, but are necessarily truth preserving. So appealing to
reliability cannot be used to distinguish between the two rules. (And mutatis mutandis for
safety.) Similarly, we can imagine that our employment of MP and the alien’s employment of
FLT agree as regards to their psychological unavoidability – the aliens cannot avoid employing
FLT any more than we can avoid employing MP. So appealing to psychological unavoidability
cannot be used to distinguish between the two rules. And, finally, we can imagine that our
employment of MP and the aliens’ employment of FLT are alike as regards phenomenology.
Applications of the two rules can have the same accompanying feelings of obviousness, clarity,
and rational compulsion. So appealing to phenomenology cannot be used to distinguish between
the two rules, either.
These three views do not exhaust the range of options. There are many other accounts of the
justification of employing rules as basic in thought. Here, for instance, are four more accounts:
Acquaintance. Thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing a rule of inference as basic
in thought if (and by virtue of the fact that) the thinkers are acquainted with (or have
cognitive contact with, or are otherwise “in touch with”) the validity of the rule.23
Evolution. Thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing a rule of inference as basic in
thought if (and by virtue of the fact that) the rule is part of a cognitive mechanism that (i)
has an evolutionary function that is appropriately epistemic and (ii) is well suited for
performing that function.24
Simplicity. The logical consequence relation has fine structure in the sense that some
logical entailments count as direct and others count as indirect. Thinkers are pro tanto
justified in employing a rule of inference as basic in thought if (and by virtue of the fact
that) the rule corresponds to a direct entailment.
23

This view is sometimes discussed under the heading of “rational insight” or “intuition”. However, those terms are
also applied to views that appeal to phenomenology instead. (Indeed, the two kinds of views are not always carefully
distinguished.) Gödel (1964) can be read as providing a rational insight-based view of our knowledge of set theory.
BonJour (1997) proposes such a view of a priori knowledge more generally.
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makes use of the notion of the proper function of a cognitive system. Plantinga, however, explicitly rejects
evolutionary accounts of proper function. See Bergmann (2006) for a proper function-based view of justification.
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Brute Fact. There is no explanation of why thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing
certain rules of inference as basic in thought and not others. It is a brute normative fact.25
I don’t have the space to discuss these views in any real detail. But it is worth briefly gesturing at
some of the problems that arise for them.
There are a number of serious problems facing Acquaintance.26 It is not clear what acquaintance
(or cognitive contact or “being in touch”) with facts about validity could come to. It is
mysterious how we could come to be in touch with such facts. How is this supposed to work –
noetic rays? Even if we can make sense of what cognitive contact is and how we could have it, it
is not clear that such contact provides justification. After all, being in causal contact with (e.g.)
elementary particles in our environment does not by itself provide any justification for having
beliefs about the particles. Finally, it is not clear that this view can explain the normative
difference between MP and FLT. If we can be in cognitive contact with the validity of MP, why
can’t the aliens be in cognitive contact with the validity of FLT?
Against Evolution, we can imagine creatures that are just like us except that they are not the
products of evolution. For instance, consider a swamp civilization – an advanced society of
creatures physiologically like us, but which was created en masse by a powerful bolt of lightning
striking swamp gas roughly a hundred years ago.27 Despite not being the product of an
evolutionary process, the swamp creatures seem just as justified as we are in employing MP as
basic in their reasoning. Indeed, the creatures seem justified in just the same way as we are,
whatever that is. A second issue is that, once again, it is not clear that this view can explain the
normative difference between MP and FLT. One can imagine scenarios in which the aliens
evolved to employ FLT as part of a cognitive mechanism that has an appropriately epistemic
aim.
The Simplicity view faces the problem of explaining the difference between direct and indirect
logical entailments. (If the direct entailments are the ones built into the logical concepts, the view
25

Horwich (2005). Dogramaci (2015) and Field (2009) also end up committed to a brute fact view. In part to make
the view seem less implausible, Dogramaci puts forward an account of the function of epistemic predicates and
Field puts forward an expressivist account of epistemic justification.
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ends up collapsing into a version of the conceptual approach discussed below.) But a more
serious problem concerns the epistemic part of the proposal. Why should reasoning in accord
with direct entailments have a different normative status than reasoning in accord with indirect
entailments? Compare the case of physics. Some of the truths of physics are more fundamental
than others. Indeed, one of the tasks of microphysics is to look for the fundamental laws – the
physical laws that ground the rest. But it is not plausible to claim that a thinker is justified in
believing the fundamental laws or in “reasoning in accord” with them merely because they are
fundamental. Nomological or metaphysical fundamentality doesn’t bestow any special epistemic
status on beliefs or rules. So there is reason to think that logical fundamentality doesn’t bestow a
special epistemic status, either.
Finally, against the Brute Fact view, there are three main concerns. First, there are very many
rules that we are justified in employing and many rules that we would be unjustified in
employing. It is intuitively implausible that there is no feature that distinguishes between the two
classes. Second, there is a dialectical concern: If we are challenged to explain why we are
justified in employing one of our rules of inference, on this view there is absolutely nothing we
can say in response. This is unpalatable. To be sure, to be justified in employing a rule one
needn’t be in a position to have something to say in defense of the rule. And one certainly
needn’t be in a position to convince a committed opponent. But, surely we as theorists should be
able to say something in response to the challenge that we ourselves would find reassuring.
Finally, MP and the other deductive rules that we are responsible in employing have a feature in
common that is not shared by FLT. In particular, reasoning in accord with these rules involves
taking a “small step”. By contrast, reasoning in accord with FLT involves taking a “giant leap”.
This suggests that there is some theory to be had that explains the difference in normative status.
It is not just a brute fact.
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4 Conceptual Competence
Let me now turn to the main target of this paper – the idea that we should appeal to the nature of
concepts or meanings.28 I find the view concerning mental concepts more attractive than the
view concerning linguistic meanings, so I will focus on it. (The same issues will arise for
linguistic meanings, mutatis mutandis.)
A natural thought is that a deductive inference counts as a small step if it is built into one of our
logical concepts, and not otherwise. MP is a small step because it is built into the concept of the
conditional. In contrast, FLT is not built into any concept.
That’s all well and good, but the question we’re really interested in is the normative question
about the difference in their epistemic statuses. What explains this difference? The natural
suggestion to make here is that any rule built into a concept is justified for a thinker to employ as
basic.
This view involves two main claims. The first is a claim about the nature of concepts:
(i)

There are rules of inference “built into” concepts.29

The second is a claim about epistemic justification:
(ii) If a rule of inference is built into a concept that a thinker possesses, the thinker is pro
tanto justified in employing that rule as basic in thought.
Why think this? It is an extension of the notion of an analytic truth. Consider the claim that all
bachelors are unmarried. What explains our justification for believing this claim? A natural idea
is that it is somehow built into the concept bachelor that all bachelors are unmarried, and this is
what explains our justification for believing the claim. The proposal here is that we extend this
line of thought beyond beliefs to rules of inference.

28

Versions of this approach can be found in Gentzen (1934/5), Prawitz (1965), Belnap (1962), Dummett (1978;
1991), Tennant (1978), Peacocke (1992; 1993; 2004), Boghossian (2000; 2001; 2003), and the papers collected in
Hale and Wright (2001). See Horwich (1997; 2000; 2005), Schechter and Enoch (2006), and Williamson (2003) for
objections to concept-based accounts of justification and knowledge.
29
This thesis naturally fits with a conceptual-role semantics (or meta-semantics). See Fodor and Lepore (1991) and
Williamson (2003) for objections to that view.
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Given this line of thought, the obvious suggestion to make is that MP is built into the concept of
the conditional. FLT is not built into any genuine concept. This is what explains the difference in
their normative status. And this is what explains why a MP inference counts as a small step and a
FLT inference counts as a large step. Problem solved!
Well, not so fast.
On claim (i), one might well ask: What does “built into” come to?
One suggestion is that a rule is built into a concept just in case employing the rule as basic is part
of what’s needed to count as thinking thoughts that use (as opposed to mention) the concept.
Employing the rule is required to “possess” the concept in some minimal sense.
This suggestion won’t quite work. It is very easy to use a concept in thought. Compare the case
of names. I can pick up a new name by overhearing a conversation about someone with that
name and then come to think thoughts about the person with that name. For instance, if I
overhear someone using the name “Jocko”, I can come to have thoughts about Jocko – for
instance, I can wonder whether Jocko is good at darts. Similarly, I can pick up a new concept just
by hearing a word that expresses the concept.30 I can then deploy that concept in thought. For
instance, even if all I’ve heard is the phrase “Lie group”, I can still think thoughts involving the
concept of a Lie group – for instance, I can wonder what a Lie group is.
The typical response to this problem is to move to a different account of what “built into” comes
to and a more stringent account of concept possession. On this second view, possessing a
concept requires having sufficient competence with or mastery of the concept.31 On this
proposal, a rule is built into a concept if employing the rule as basic is part of what’s needed to
count as having sufficient mastery of the concept.
I’m not completely clear on what mastery of a concept is supposed to be. And, as Timothy
Williamson has argued, there are problems with the claim that MP is built into the concept of the

30

There are some constraints. For instance, presumably one needs to have some sense of the syntactic category of
the relevant expression. But such constraints are minimal.
31
See Peacocke (1992, ch. 1).
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conditional in even this sense.32 To repeat his example, the logician Vann McGee has mastered
the concept of the conditional if anyone has. But he does not endorse MP in its full generality. A
theorist might master the concept of the conditional (in any reasonable sense of “master”) but
refrain from employing MP – and perhaps even lack the disposition to employ MP – on the basis
of (perhaps mistaken) theoretical considerations.33
So there are problems with making sense of the idea that there are rules that are built into
concepts, and with the claim that MP is built into the concept of the conditional. (There is also
the question of why FLT cannot be built into a genuine concept.) But let me put these issues
aside. What I want to focus on is the normative claim, claim (ii). The problem with this claim is
that it is false. Thinkers are not justified in employing every rule built into the concepts they
possess.34
The most striking examples of this are pejorative concepts and other “thick” normative concepts
that involve false claims. Consider, for instance, Dummett’s example of the xenophobic concept
boche.35 “Boche” was a derogatory term used during World War I by French soldiers to refer to
Germans. (I don’t use a contemporary racist or xenophobic term for the obvious reasons.)
Plausibly, the constitutive rules for boche are something like the following.
From so-and-so is German, infer that so-and-so is a boche.
From so-and-so is a boche, infer that so-and-so is brutish and uncivilized.
Racist and xenophobic concepts like boche plausibly count as genuine concepts. Surely, thinkers
have had thoughts involving them. But by employing these rules, thinkers can infer that arbitrary
Germans are brutish and uncivilized. Thinkers are not justified in employing such rules merely
because they are concept-constituting.

32

Williamson (2003).
See Fodor and Lepore (1991) for related worries.
34
Prior (1960) famously introduced the logical constant “tonk” to try to demonstrate this point. However, it is
plausible that “tonk” does not stand for a genuine concept.
35
Dummett (1973, p. 454).
33
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One might quibble over this particular example,36 but there are many others. Consider, for
instance, the thick normative concepts involved in Victorian sexual morality or in medieval
conceptions of honor. These concepts involve problematic normative claims, claims that thinkers
are not justified in believing merely in virtue of possessing the relevant concepts.
For examples that are less normatively loaded, we can look at the concepts involved in failed
physical theories. For instance, consider the concept of phlogiston, which includes a commitment
to some substance being released during combustion. Similarly, consider the concept of caloric
which includes a commitment to there being a fluid that is responsible for heat. Indeed, we can
also look at the concepts involved in successful physical theories – such as the concept of
entropy or the concept of rest mass. At least given a conceptual role-based treatment of concept
possession, these concepts involve commitments to substantive claims about the world.
I’m not claiming that no thinker has ever been justified in employing the rules built into these
concepts. Indeed, I think that we are justified in employing the rules built into the central
concepts of our current physical theories and that some of our predecessors were justified in
employing the rules built into the central concepts of past theories. What my point is, rather, is
that possessing these concepts comes with substantive commitments about the world. In such
cases, thinkers are not justified as employing the relevant rules as basic in their thought just
because they possess the relevant concepts. They may be justified in employing the rules
because they have some theoretical reason to think that the rules are acceptable (or on the basis
of reasonably trusting relevant authorities). But they have to somehow earn the right to endorse
the relevant theories and possess the relevant concepts. They are not justified in employing the
rules merely because they possess the concepts in question.
Very generally, it is easy for arbitrary unjustified rules to be built into concepts. So we should
not think that thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing as basic any rule that is conceptconstituting. The explanation for why MP is justified and FLT is not cannot just be because MP
is concept-constituting and FLT is not.

36

Williamson (2009).
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Harmony
To handle this problem, a natural thought is to somehow restrict the rules that thinkers are
justified in employing in virtue of there being concept-constituting. More specifically, we can
restrict the rules that are justified to those rules that are built into “good” concepts.
It is not clear how to distinguish between good and bad concepts in general. For the specific case
of logical concepts, however, there have been several proposals. Such proposals are often
discussed using Dummett’s term “harmony”.37 A good concept is a harmonious concept. On the
new proposal, then, we replace claim (ii) with the following normative claim:
If a rule is built into a harmonious concept that a thinker possesses, the thinker is pro
tanto justified in employing that rule as basic in thought.
When is a concept (or conceptual role) harmonious? Proposed accounts of harmony have been
used for several different purposes. Sometimes the aim is to demarcate the logical – that is, to
specify which concepts are logical concepts. Sometimes the aim is to specify which (broadly
logical) conceptual roles yield a genuine concept. In the current context, harmony is not being
used to do either of those jobs. Rather, it is being used to specify which concepts bestow a
positive epistemic status on their constitutive rules.
Keeping that in mind, the most promising idea is to understand harmony as (something like)
Conservativeness.
Conservativeness. Adding the concept and its constitutive rules to one’s pre-existing
inferential practice does not license any new inferences from premises that only contain
concepts from the pre-existing practice to a conclusion that only contains concepts from
the pre-existing practice.38
This constraint can be motivated by a natural picture of the justification of rules. On this picture,
certain packages of rules are “epistemically innocent”. In some sense, they cannot lead us astray.
Conservativeness captures this idea – if a concept is conservative over a pre-existing inferential
37
38

Dummett (1991). See Steinberger (2011) for discussion of various kinds of harmony.
See Belnap (1962). Dummett (1991, p. 252) calls this “total harmony”.
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practice, adding the concept does not disturb the pre-existing practice. The normative status of
the rules that help to constitute harmonious concepts derives from the fact that they are
epistemically innocent rules, where innocence is cashed out as (something like)
Conservativeness.39
This picture fits with the notion of a basic analytic rule. The original idea behind analyticity was
that analytic truths are epistemically innocent. They are “relations among ideas” rather than
“matters of fact”. They are “explicative” rather than “ampliative”. They are “merely verbal
propositions” rather than “real propositions”. And so on. The background thought is that analytic
truths impose no substantive requirements on the world. They are trivial, harmless, and
innocuous. And that is what explains their normative status.
On this view, the normative claim (ii) can be restated as:
If a rule is built into an epistemically innocent concept that a thinker possesses, the
thinker is pro tanto justified in employing that rule as basic in thought.
If this is the right picture, the fundamental normative principle here presumably doesn’t merely
apply to rules that are concept-constituting. There is no motivation for thinking that conceptconstitution is normatively relevant either by itself or in combination with epistemic innocence.
What is doing the real epistemic work in justifying a rule is its epistemic innocence. So the
restriction of the normative claim to concept-constituting rules is ad hoc.
Taking this line of thought seriously, then, the fundamental normative principle is something like
the following:
If a rule of inference is epistemically innocent (or is part of an epistemically innocent
package of rules), the thinker is pro tanto justified in employing that rule as basic in
thought, whether or not it is built into a concept.
This is an attractive view.
39

Indeed, even theorists who claim that we don’t need to restrict a concept-based account of justification to
harmonious concepts will presumably endorse a similar picture. They will presumably claim that the rules built into
concepts are automatically epistemically innocent, because it is a constraint on genuine concepts that they are
(something like) conservative.
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There are a couple of technical concerns that one might have here, at least assuming that
epistemic innocence is identified with Conservativeness. First, one might worry that
Conservativeness is too weak a requirement. There can be rules that are individually
conservative over a background inferential practice but that are jointly inconsistent over the
background practice. Which of these rules would the relevant thinkers be justified in adding to
their practice? This may not be a problem in the end. We might say that thinkers are justified in
adding either of the rules, but not both.
Second, one might worry that Conservativeness is too strong a requirement. There are logical
concepts (presumably with justified constitutive rules) that are not conservative over the relevant
background inferential practice. For instance, classical negation is not conservative over the
inferential practice that includes the usual rules for the conditional. Adding a truth predicate or
second-order quantifiers to first-order Peano arithmetic does not yield a conservative extension.40
Adding third-order quantifiers to second-order logic also does not yield a conservative
extension.41 This may not be a problem in the end, either. We might say that Conservativeness is
sufficient for epistemic innocence but not necessary for it.
There is, however, a much bigger problem with the proposal. The rule FLT is epistemically
innocent, too. If we add FLT to our background inferential practice, we get a conservative
extension. That is, after all, part of what Andrew Wiles showed in proving that Fermat’s Last
Theorem was true. So this proposal cannot distinguish between MP and FLT.
More generally, the proposed view cannot distinguish between small steps and giant leaps in
thought. In many cases, a giant leap is simply a shortcut – it is a way of skipping many small
steps. And if each of the small steps is conservative, any shortcut will be, too.
Perhaps, then, Conservativeness is the wrong way to understand epistemic innocence. Perhaps a
different understanding of epistemic innocence is called for? I don’t think that pursuing this line
of thought will help, at least if MP and other deductive rules are supposed to count as innocent.
No matter how we understand the notion of epistemic innocence, taking a shortcut will

40
41

Peacocke (2004, pp. 18–21).
I owe this observation to Marcus Rossberg.
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presumably count as innocent. If each of a sequence of steps cannot lead us astray, skipping from
the beginning to the end in one step cannot lead us astray, either.42
The trouble with this entire line of thought, then, is that FLT is just as innocent as MP. Epistemic
innocence cannot be used to distinguish between the two cases.
So what then? It seems to me that there is a better idea to pursue. An advocate of the conceptconstitution view should appeal to a different normatively-relevant feature – not innocence, but
importance. The concept of the conditional is not just some run-of-the-mill concept. What is
distinctive about the conditional is just how important it is in our thinking. Certain concepts are
important – they are useful or indispensable for central cognitive projects. The conditional is
such a concept. Negation is such a concept. And so on. This explains the normative status of
their constitutive rules.
On this view, we should replace (ii) with the following normative principle:
If a rule is built into an important concept that a thinker possesses, the thinker is pro tanto
justified in employing that rule as basic in thought.43
MP is such a rule. FLT is not. This is what explains the difference between the two rules.
This strikes me as an attractive approach. It looks promising as a way of distinguishing between
MP and FLT. And importance is a plausible candidate for a normatively relevant feature.
Again, we should presumably generalize this idea beyond concept-constituting rules.44 The
fundamental normative principle in the ballpark does not concern concepthood but importance. It
is something like the following:
42

It is plausible that we are justified in believing simple analytic truths, such as the truth that bachelors are
unmarried, because such claims are in some sense epistemically innocent. Even if this is correct, however, the
relevant notion of epistemic innocence is extremely restrictive, and cannot play a role in explaining our justification
for employing deductive rules such as MP. One of the morals of this paper is that MP does not pattern with simple
analytic truths.
43
There are accounts in the literature that seem to rely on something like this principle. Boghossian (2003) explains
the fact that MP transmits justification by claiming that MP is concept-constituting of the conditional, which is a
concept that plays an important role in inquiry by enabling us to formulate concepts that are appropriately hedged.
Hale (2002) argues that certain minimal inference rules are justified because they constitute the concepts with which
we can investigate doubts about the validity of rules. Wedgwood (2011) claims that basic rules of inference are
justified if possessing certain basic cognitive capacities requires that we employ the rules. (Wedgwood includes the
possession of concepts among the relevant cognitive capacities.)
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If a rule of inference is important (or is a necessary part of an important package of
rules), the thinker is pro tanto justified in employing that rule as basic in thought,
whether or not it is built into a concept.45
Notice that this view does not face the problem that the epistemic innocence view faces. FLT is a
shortcut – it is a way of skipping many small steps. If each of the small steps is an application of
an epistemically innocent rule, the shortcut would itself seem to be epistemically innocent. But
the same does not hold true of importance. Even if each of the small steps is an application of an
important rule, the shortcut itself need not be important. Being able to take a shortcut may not be
important if one can take the long way around.
So this is the direction that I suggest that we take.

5

Developing the Account

Let’s take stock. There are several strategies one might explore in trying to explain why we are
epistemically responsible in employing MP as basic but the aliens in my story are not
epistemically responsible in employing FLT as basic. There are two constraints on such a view.
First, the view must appeal to a normatively-relevant feature of the rules. Second, the view must
be able to explain the normative difference between MP and FLT. As we have seen, satisfying
these constraints is no easy feat. All of the approaches I discussed turned out to either be
implausible or to violate the two constraints, with the sole exception of the view that thinkers are
epistemically responsible in employing as basic those rules that are important or part of an
important package of rules.
To determine whether this approach is viable, there are two questions that must be answered.
First, are our fundamental deductive rules really so important, and if so, in what ways are they
44

If we make this generalization, there is some hope that we will be able to explain the normative status of our basic
ampliative rules. Such rules are important in our thought but they are not built into any of our concepts. Notice, too,
that ampliative rules are not epistemically innocent – they can lead us astray. See Schechter and Enoch (2006).
45
Besides the accounts mentioned in footnote 43, there are other accounts in the literature that tie justification (or a
related status) to something like importance. See, for instance, Reichenbach’s (1938; 1949) pragmatic justification
of induction, Wright’s (2004a; 2004b) accounts of our entitlement to claim knowledge of cornerstone propositions
and basic logic, and Shapiro’s (2009) account of the epistemic status of mathematical axioms.
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important?46 Second, how exactly should the account be further developed? What are the
principal challenges for the account, and how should they be answered? In the remainder of this
paper, I’ll briefly discuss the second of these questions. The main point of this paper is to
advertise a general approach, not to provide a specific account. But I do want to gesture in the
direction of some of the issues that arise. My hope is to convince you that, while there are
difficulties, they are much less worrisome than the problems facing other approaches.
I will consider six issues. For each of these issues, I’ll propose at least one line of response. The
proposals I will make are not the only possible responses. But they are what I currently take to be
the most plausible suggestions.
The first issue is this: I’ve described the “important” rules as useful or indispensable. What are
they useful or indispensable for? For rules to gain normative status on the grounds that they are
useful or indispensable, they had better be useful or indispensable for something important. They
can’t just be useful or indispensable for any old project. That is because the normative status of
the relevant projects is in some way transmitted to the rules. The normative status of the projects
comes first.
In response, I suggest that we understand “useful or indispensable” as being useful or
indispensable to a rationally required project – a cognitive project that is rationally required for
all thinkers broadly like us to engage in.47 Plausible examples of such projects are explaining the
world around us, predicting important phenomena, planning for future contingencies,
deliberating over how to act, and evaluating our own behavior and patterns of thinking. A thinker
like us who is not engaging in one of these projects in at least some small way is rationally
defective.
This raises the question of what makes a project rationally required. Why are some projects
rationally required – for instance, explanation, prediction, and deliberation – and others not – for
instance, creating a large stock of knock-knock jokes, concocting the best recipe for cheese
soufflés, or becoming a world-class athlete, musician, or philosopher? I don’t have an answer to
46

See Brandom (2000, ch. 1), Evnine (2001), and Schechter (2013a) for relevant discussions.
On a variant view, one might restrict the relevant cognitive projects to those that are epistemic – e.g., explaining,
predicting, and evaluating one’s thinking.
47
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this question. Perhaps it is a brute fact. But notice that it is much more plausible that it is a brute
fact that we have a rational obligation to explain the world around us than it is that we are
epistemically responsible in employing the rule MP as basic in our thought.
The second issue is that there are counterexamples to the view if we construe usefulness or
indispensability in purely causal terms. Suppose that someone will thwart my pursuit of an
important cognitive project if I don’t employ a certain rule. For instance, suppose that a tobacco
company will thwart my efforts at explaining the world around me if I don’t employ the
following rule:
(T) From the belief that such-and-such is a tobacco product, infer that such-and-such is harmless.
Surely, this doesn’t bestow any epistemic justification on my employment of the rule T.
Alternatively, suppose that someone will substantially aid one of my important cognitive projects
if I employ a certain rule. For instance, suppose that a (slightly more benevolent) tobacco
company will give me an enormous research grant – enabling me to further my project of
explaining the world – if I employ rule T. This also doesn’t bestow any epistemic justification on
my employment of the rule. Perhaps I ought, in some sense, to employ the rule. Perhaps I don’t
count as practically irresponsible if I employ it. But I don’t count as epistemically responsible in
employing the rule.
In response to this concern, we had better provide an account of usefulness or indispensability
that is not purely causal. We had better say something like the following: To yield epistemic
justification, a rule has to be useful or indispensable to a rationally required project in the sense
that by employing the rule the thinker can successfully engage in the project. It is by employing
the rule, and not merely as a causal consequence of employing the rule, that the thinker can
successfully engage in the project.
The third issue is that there are useful rules of inference that take what intuitively count as large
steps in thought. Such rules should not count as epistemically justified in virtue of their
usefulness. One illustration of this is the following variant of Modus Ponens:
(MP+) From the beliefs that P and that if P then Q, infer both that Q and that FLT is truthpreserving.
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This rule is stronger than MP (assuming the presence of Conjunction Elimination). So it is at
least as useful as MP. Why doesn’t it end up epistemically justified according to my account?
The answer has to be that we should make use of a notion closer to indispensability than to
usefulness. MP+ is at least as useful as MP. But MP is indispensable in a way that MP+ is not.
One way to develop this thought is to note that in employing MP+ one takes on additional
commitments. MP is a more minimal rule. A good rule is one that makes a minimal set of
commitments (or a sufficiently minimal set of commitments) for the job it is supposed to do.
The fourth issue concerns a different kind of variant of Modus Ponens. In particular, there are
variants of Modus Ponens that are only useful given powerful auxiliary rules. Consider, for
instance, the following rule:
(MP-) From the beliefs that P, that if P then Q, and that FLT is truth-preserving, infer that Q.
This rule is weaker than MP. In the presence of this rule, employing FLT (or believing that FLT
is truth-preserving) is highly useful and perhaps even indispensable. But we certainly don’t want
to say that a thinker has justification for employing FLT in virtue of employing MP-.
The answer to this worry is presumably that we should not compare rules one at a time. Rather,
we should compare entire packages of rules. The package of rules containing MP- and FLT takes
on more commitments than does the package of rules that contains MP. That is why the package
containing MP is epistemically justified and the package containing both MP- and FLT is not.
The fifth issue concerns yet another kind of variant of Modus Ponens. There are useful variants
of Modus Ponens that have ad hoc restrictions. Consider, for instance:
(MP*) From the beliefs that P and that if P then Q, infer that Q – but only if Q does not concern
narwhals.
This rule is (nearly) as useful as MP is. If employing MP can enable one to successfully engage
in a rationally required project, employing MP* can do so, too. Moreover, this rule is more
minimal than MP – it is not committed to Modus Ponens working when reasoning about
narwhals. The worry, then, is that MP will not count as indispensable to a rationally required
project. I suggested above that MP+ is not indispensable since we could employ the more
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minimal MP. So why shouldn’t we say that MP is not indispensable since we could employ the
still more minimal MP*?
The natural response to this worry is to point to the fact that MP* is an ad hoc rule. According to
this suggestion, there is a tradeoff between minimality and ad hocness. MP is less minimal but
more principled. That is why employing MP is epistemically justified. This response raises the
challenge of providing a principled account of ad hocness. It also requires providing an
explanation of the connection between ad hocness and epistemic responsibility. But this strikes
me as a plausible line of thought to develop.
The final issue that I’d like to raise is that it may be that no individual rule or package of rules is
strictly speaking indispensable to a rationally required project. Rather, what may be
indispensable is to employ one out of some set of alternatives. For instance, in classical
propositional logic, we can take conjunction and negation as primitive. Alternatively, we can
take the conditional and negation as primitive. Or we can make use of the Sheffer stroke. But we
do not want to say that the existence of these alternatives entails that we are not justified in using
any deductive rule as basic.
The natural response to this worry is to say that using any one of the packages of rules would be
epistemically responsible. So long as the package of rules is sufficiently minimal and non-ad
hoc, thinkers are pro tanto justified in employing the rules in the package as basic.
There are several more issues that one could raise besides. But this provides a flavor of the
difficulties that arise in developing the view. These difficulties, while pressing, strike me as
much less severe than the difficulties besetting the other approaches.
Putting this all together, here is one way to develop the view:


Thinkers like us are rationally required to engage in certain cognitive projects irrespective
of their goals and desires. Such projects include explaining the world around them,
predicting important phenomena, deliberating over what to do, planning for the future,
and evaluating their own behavior and patterns of reasoning.



A thinker is pro tanto epistemically justified in employing as basic each rule of inference
in a package of rules if (and by virtue of the fact that) the package of rules is
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“pragmatically indispensable” for successfully engaging in a rationally required cognitive
project, irrespective of whether the thinker is aware of this fact.


A package of rules is pragmatically indispensable for successfully engaging in a
cognitive project just in case it is possible (in the relevant sense) to successfully engage
in the project by employing the rules and the package of rules is sufficiently minimal and
non-ad hoc.

These clauses presumably need further refinement. And there are several clarifications of key
terms that are needed. For instance, what exactly do “successfully engage,” “possible (in the
relevant sense)”, “minimal,” and “non-ad hoc” come to?48 But I suggest that we adopt a view in
the ballpark. It is the most promising way to explain the difference in normative status of MP and
FLT.

6

Conclusion

Recall the central motivating question of this paper:
What explains the fact that thinkers (or at least, thinkers broadly like us) are epistemically
responsible in employing MP as a basic rule in thought but are not epistemically
responsible (or at least, are significantly less responsible) in employing FLT as a basic
rule in thought?
The answer I propose is that thinkers are (pro tanto) epistemically responsible in employing rules
that are indispensable to rationally required projects. MP is such a rule. FLT is not. This explains
the difference in their epistemic status.
In arguing for this view, I leaned heavily on the difference between small steps and big leaps of
thought. On my view, then, whether an inferential step is a small step depends on whether the
relevant rule is pragmatically indispensable to a rationally required project. This will depend, at
least in part, on broad facts about the constitution of the relevant agent and broad facts about the
48

See Enoch and Schechter (2008) for some of the needed clarifications. That paper gives a somewhat different
account of pragmatic indispensability.
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nature of the world. So, perhaps surprisingly, whether a step is small depends on the agent and
the world.
Of course, there is much more to say about how exactly to develop this account. But I hope that
I’ve convinced you that this is a promising approach to take.49
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