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Fading Apriority

Ming-Yuan Hsiao* & Linton Wang**
Department of Philosophy,
Chung Cheng University (Taiwan)
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**lintonwang@ccu.edu.tw

Abstract. Quine’s implicit thesis against a priori knowledge in his “Tow Dogmas”
faces challenges from various aspects. We limit the scope of this paper on examining
Putnam’s rejection of Quine’s thesis. We argue that Putnam’s attempt fails for the
reasons that (i) Putnam’s argument relies on counterfactual knowledge of a certain
sort, and (i1) Putnam’s argument is internally flawed in that neither counterfactual
inferences nor counterfactuals are a priori, based on recent discussion on
counterfactual knowledge in both philosophy and social sciences. This result also
invites the Quinean empiricist epistemology to go beyond the extensional framework

and embrace intensional notions such as counterfactuals.

Key Words. A Priori; A Posteriori; Empiricism; Independence; Historical Argument;

Counterfacutual

1 Introduction

The scope of this paper is limited to Quine’s implicit thesis on a priori knowledge in
his well-known “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” and Putnam’s rejection of Quine’s
thesis. The issue may seem to be aged, but the tool we shall exploit to engage the
issue is relatively recent. We shall examine the issue by relying on recent discussions
on counterfactual knowledge, from both philosophy and social sciences. It should be
found that the pay-off is significant. The examination contributes to the discussion of
a priori knowledge in general, and on the other hand reflects on the very basic
philosophical methodology of making uses of thought experiments.

To set the stage, we take that the so-called a priori knowledge, in its first
approximation, is the knowledge which is “independent” of experiences or empirical
data. This independence has two features: first, experiences cannot play the role of
justification; second, experiences cannot play the role of (dis-)confirmation. For
example, people usually believe that knowledge of logical truth is a kind of a priori
knowledge, because its independence of experiences. So, if knowledge of logical truth

has these features of independence, then traditional empiricists have the burden to



settle the epistemic status of logical truth, given that empiricists hold that either the
justification or confirmation of knowledge must be experience-related, unless they
admit the untenable position that we do not have knowledge of logical truth. At the
face of it, either empiricists have to revise the empiricist doctrines of knowledge, or
argue that logical truth does not have the features of independence.

In section 2, we briefly review Quine’s arguments in “Two Dogmas” to indicate
that he rejects the revisionary approach and takes the second path. Section 3 presents
Putnam’s argument to reject Quine’s thesis by presenting a counterexample. In section
4-6, we argue that Putnam’s argument fails for the reasons that (a) Putnam’s argument
relies on counterfactual knowledge of a certain sort, and (ii) the counterfactual
knowledge that Putnam relies on is not @ priori. Our arguments are composed two
steps. We first reconstruct Putnam’s argument in a form of counterfactual reasoning,
and show the counterfactual reasoning does not have the feature of independence.
Second, we show the premises in the counterfactual reasoning are not a priori either.
We present the theory of counterfactual knowledge in Williamson (2007), where
Williamson argues that counterfactual knowledge is neither a priori nor a posteriori,
but rather a special sort which he calls arm-chair knowledge. We further advance the
thesis that counterfactual knowledge is strictly a posteriori.

2 No statement is Immune to Revision

Quine’s theses in “Two Dogmas” may be divided into two parts: the rejection of
analyticity, and the rejection of reductionism. Many philosophers find that Quine’s
criticism of reductionism is indeed a criticism of apriority: if confirmation holism is
correct, then no statement is immune to revision (by experiences or empirical data), so
that there is no so-called a priori truth which is independent of experiences.

Let’s start with Quine’s evaluation of reductionism. Generally speaking,
positivists claim that all cognitive statements can be divided into two parts: the
synthetic statement which can be confirmed or disconfirmed by experiences, and the
analytic statement whose truth is in virtue of its meaning. This perspective is called
reductionism, in Quine’s words, which implies that “the truth of a statement is
somehow analyzable into a linguistic component and a factual component.” (Quine,
1951: 38) When we try to figure out the truth of a statement, its factual component is
examined by confirmatory experiences and its linguistic component is examined by
its meaning. If there is a statement which can be known to be true only by knowing its
linguistic components, i.e. its truth is independent of experiences, then this statement
is true solely in virtue of meaning, and thus an analytic truth.

Consequently, analytic statement for positivists is the statement without factual

component and is immune from revision by experience, i.e. immune from the



(dis-)confirmation of experiences. If reductionism is correct, then positivists have a
good proposal, though a “revisionary” one, to settle the epistemic status of logical
truth: all they have to do is to take logical truth as analytic truth and thus a priori.
This approach to settle the epistemic status of logical truth has the advantage of being
consistent with positivists’ empiricist position. When positivists take reductionism for
granted, they in principle can have two ways to grasp the meaning of a statement, and
an analytic statement for positivists is just statement which says nothing about reality.
So that positivists take them as cognitive statements do not violate the spirit of
empiricism (cf. Carnap, 1957).

To refute reductionism, Quine has one negative and one positive proposal. For
the negative one, in “Two Dogams”, he argues that the synthetic-analytic distinction
fails. For the positive one, he embraces the thesis of the so-called confirmation holism

on belief-revision. According to Quine:

No particular experiences are linked with any particular statements in the
interior of the field, except indirectly through considerations of equilibrium
affecting the field as a whole. If this view is right, it is misleading to speak of
the empirical content of an individual statement - especially if it be a
statement at all remote from the experiential periphery of the field. (Quine,
1951: 40)

Given Quine’s view of belief revision, there is no factual/linguistic component
distinction for any statement, hence no statement can be true independent of
experiences, i.e. no statement can be immune to revision by experiences. The benefit
is that the challenge from apriority for empiricism is then dismissed, for there is no a
priori knowledge or truth.

Besides being a potential solution to the challenge from apriority, Quine does
offer reasons to accept “no statement can be immune to revision.” One of Quine’s
justifications for his thesis that “no statement is immune to revision” comes from the
induction of the history of sciences, which Putnam calls the historical argument:
based on the history of science, we can see that, many statements previously believed
to be true can later on be revised by experiences.' It is a historical fact that scientific
claims can be challenged and refuted. Moreover, if we hold that some statements
which are immune to revision, then the revolution of science would not happen, and
we would obstruct the improvement of science. In order to not to obstruct the

improvement of science, we have no reason to suppose that there is any scientific

! Here, Quine’s examples are that Kepler superseded Ptolemy, Einstein superseded Newton, and
Darwin superseded Aristotle (cf. Quine, 1951: 40).



statement immune to revision. For Quine, logical statements are not immune to
revision as scientific claims, which can be revised in a sense. They are not really
“independent of experience” or ‘“say nothing about reality.” They are not “true by
convention” or “true in virtue of meaning.” Hence, according to Quine, there is no
statement which can be the analytic statement (in positivist’s perspective), neither
logical truth nor mathematical truth.

If we look at the historical argument specifically, we should see that the
argument is specifically against apriority rather than analyticity. When we ask how to
confirm a statement, what we consider is usually the conditions of the confirmation of
the statement; when we claim that there are some statements can be held true no
matter what empirical data turn out to be, we just claim that these statements are
“independent of experiences, and we accept them to be true independent of
experiences.” In general, what we just talked about is specifically about apriority, but
not analyticity. That is, when people claim that a statement’s justification is
independent of experience and it is held true no matter what empirical data turn out to
be, we usually take this kind of statements as a priori statements, but not specifically
analytic statements. We take that this is why most philosophers consider that Quine’s
criticism of reductionism is the criticism of apriority, but not the criticism of
analyticity. So we take a statement immune to revision an a priori statement. In this
sense, what Quine’s confirmation holism challenges is directly on the apriority, not
directly on the analyticity.

We may summarize Quine’s argument as follows:

Anti-Apriority Argument (AA)

(AA-1) If confirmation holism is correct, there is no statement immune to
revision.

(AA-2) If there is no statement immune to revision, there’s no so-called a priori
statement.

(AA-3) Confirmation holism is correct.

(AA-4) Therefore, there is no a priori statement.

As we see, if Quine is correct about belief-revision, then for empiricists, there is no
statement in our belief system immune to revision by experiences. And this will make
empiricists have to admit that there is no so-called a priori knowledge, or they will
encounter an internal inconsistent in their conception of knowledge. Although this
kind of extreme empiricism is not totally untenable, it seems to violate our intuition
about logical truth, that is, we do not think that logical truth is a posteriori. This is

why many people try to refute Quine’s thesis. In the next section, we present how



Putnam argues for the existence of a priori truth, and hence refutes Quine’s thesis.

3 There is at Least One A Priori Truth

Quine insists that all statements previously believed to be true may later on be refuted
by experience (e.g. Newtonian physics), hence we seem to have no reason to claim
that nowadays held truth will be held true forever. If we agree with Quine’s
observation of the history of science, it seems that, Quine is right about that we should
not take any logical truths as unrevisable statements. However, Putnam does not agree
with this. According to Putnam, even if so we should not take all logical truths as
unrevisable statements, this does not mean that there is nNo statement immune to
revision (cf. Putnam, 1983b: 100).

Putnam’s example of unrevisibility is the minimal principle of contradiction
(MPC): not every statement is both true and false. In general, the traditional principle
of contradiction says that no statement is both true and false. But, as we know, the
traditional principle of contradiction is challenged by the quantum mechanics
(including the uncertainty principle). Based on that, the traditional principle of
contradiction may be revised because it cannot stand in microscopic world (e.g. the
movement of electrons). The traditional principle of contradiction is then not
obviously immune to revision. But if we still look for an unrevisible statement,

Putnam suggests that we can consider MPC:

The denial of this principle is, of course, the claim that every statement is
both true and false. If every statement is such that under some circumstances
it might be rational to revise it, then under some circumstances it might be
rational to accept that every statement is both true and false. Is this the case?
Well, it certainly doesn’t seem to be the case. And if it is not the case, if,
indeed, there are no circumstances under which it would be rational to give
up our belief that not every statement is both true and false, then there is at

least one a priori truth. And one is all we need. (Putnam, 1983b: 101)

Putnam maintains MPC is unrevisible. For, if we revise it, we have to accept its denial,
that is, every statement is both true and false. However, is it possible for us to
abandon MPC and accept its denial? Or, is there any rational motivation which pushes
us to accept “every statement is both true and false?” It seems not. Therefore, MPC
will not be revised. And this it to say, there is at least one statement immune to
revision. Quine’s thesis encounters a counterexample.

But, some doubt may remain: will MPC be revised (by possible experiences) in

the future? Or, to be more specific, is it possible that there is a theory including the



denial of MPC in the future? To reply to this challenge, Putnam offers a thought

experiment for us to judge:

Suppose, there is some weird physical theory T which we have not yet
thought of, but which implies the denial of the minimal principle of
contradiction and that some day when some scientist - some future Einstein -
invents the theory T and shows us what beautiful predictions it leads to, and
how much it enhances our understanding and control of nature to accept the
theory T, then we will all be converted and by a kind of ‘gestalt switch’ we
will go over to accepting the theory T and to denying the minimal principle
of contradiction. (Putnam, 1983b: 101)

If this thought experiment is reasonable, then it is still possible to revise MPC. Thus,
it means that Putnam’s idea is still subject to challenge by Quine’s historical argument,
and failed.

Putnam claims that it is difficult for theory T to stand because it is impossible for
us to accept it. According to Putnam, if we ever give up the minimal principle of
contradiction (we ever come to believe that every statement is both true and false),
then the theory T will have to be the theory which consists of every statement and its
negation (cf. Putnam, 1983b: 101-102). How could it be possible for us to accept this
kind of theory? It is impossible. Putnam says,

Suppose there is a sheet of paper in front of you. Usually, you claim that this
sheet of paper is red, or claim that this sheet of paper is not red. But, if you
accept theory T, then you will claim that this sheet of paper is red and not red.
Hence, when you claim that this sheet of paper is red, your claim is both true
and false (cf. Putnam, 1983b: 103-104).

This case shows that, when we accept the theory T, every time we claim something,
we have to claim its denial. And this will make the communication and rational
deliberation impossible: we just cannot understand what the speaker said when he or
she accepts theory T, even the speaker cannot understand what he or she said, either.
And this is the reason we will not accept the theory T: the prediction from the theory
T always consists of the claim and its denial; and this makes us unable to understand
what the theory T really ‘predicts’. Obviously, we do not want to lose the ability of
rational deliberation or the ability to communicate, so we will not accept the theory T.
But before we make judgments on Putnam’s case, there is one thing we have to

put in our minds. As we see, Putnam justified his thesis by thought experiments, and



the outcome of his thought experiments is that we cannot accept a theory like T, or

even MPC, without giving up our rationality. According to Putnam:

... To believe that all one’s beliefs are both true and false (or whatever) is to
give up both the notions of belief and truth (or warranted assertibility). In
short, to believe all statements are correct (which is what we are talking
about) would be to have no notion of rationality. At least one statement is a
priori, because to deny that statement would be to forfeit rationality itself
(Putnam, 1983c: 129).

From this paragraph, Putnam thinks that to deny MPC will make us lose rationality
(or at least lose the ability of rational deliberation). In other words, for Putnam, MPC
is a necessary condition of rationality.

Indubitably, Putnam’s thought experiment and his understanding of our
rationality seems quite right. However, this does not automatically imply that MPC is
therefore a priori. Actually, when Putnam takes MPC as a necessary condition of
rationality, his justification for the claim that MPC is a priori true is a kind of
conditional argument: if rationality is not impossible and the previously mentioned
thought experiment sustained, MPC is not revisable. In turn, whether that MPC is
revisable is @ priori or not depends on whether the antecedents of the conditional are
a priori, and even whether the inference is a priori valid. The answer substantively
depends on whether our counterfactual knowledge on the thought experiment is a
priori or not. Our answer to this question is “no.” In the following sections we will

argue for that.

4. Fading Apriority: Counterfactual Inferences

We may summarize Putnam’s argument as follows:”

Putnam’s Argument (PA)

(PA-1). If MPC were not true, then the theory T would be rationally
acceptable.

(PA-2). If the theory T were rationally acceptable, then rational
deliberation would be impossible.

(PA-3). Rational deliberation is not impossible.

* Putnam’s argument is here formulated in terms of subjunctive (counterfactual) conditionals rather
than material implications for the following reason. To justify (PA-1) in the form of the material
implcation, for example, it is to justification that MPC is true or T would be rationally acceptable. The
second disjunct is not the one to be justified, for it is one to be rejected. To justify the first disjunct, we
need an argument such PA. If PA is confined to be construed in terms of the material implication, the
the justification just goes for the infinite regress.



(PA-4). Therefore, MPC is true.

In order for PA to stand, it needs to be sound. Moreover, to maintain that the
conclusion (PA-4) is true a priori qua immune from revision, Putnam may appeal to

the following principle:

(Inference to Apriority) If a conclusion C follows from a priori valid

inferences and a priori true premises, then the conclusion C is a priori.

To apply the inference to apriority, we need to examine the following two claims: (a)
the validity of the inference is a priori, and (b) the premises (PA-1) to (PA-3) are a
priori. However, we shall argue that both claims fail. Our strategy to reject Putnam’s
counterexample is thus not to provide further support for the historical argument or
the confirmation holism, but to show that Putnam’s argument is internally flawed, by
extending Quinean empiricist epistemology to counterfactuals.

We begin with the validity of the inference in PA. We consider two possible ways
that the inference may be considered as valid. First, PA may be validated by the

following two inference patterns.

(I-1) o>y, y>x F o>y,
(1-2) >y, T v Eq 0

However, (I-1) is in general taken as not held in logic for counterfactuals. An
alternative may run by appealing to the follows, where ‘—’ stands for material

implication.

(1-3) o>y Fo—vy
(1-4) o>y, v Eq 0

(I-3) is in general considered as correct for counterfactuals (e.g. in the
Lewis-Stalnaker semantics).

What interests us is not specifically whether Putnam’s argument is valid or not,
but rather, on what ground, we can evaluate whether Putnam’s argument is valid or
not. The above two different paths provide us some clues: on what ground we may
consider (I-1) as in correct but (I-3) as correct? This question may have a simple
answer: whether (I-1) or (I-3) is correct depends on the given formal semantics. But
this is not the answer we are looking for. We are asking the following question: on

what ground (I-1) or (I-3) is correct, given that >’ is understood as standing for



counterfactuals. A given formal semantics for >’ may not be a semantics for >’ as
standing for counterfactuals.

For the invalidity of (I-1), the answer seems to be straightforward: its
incorrectness comes from counterexamples. Stalnaker (1991: 38) consider the

following invalid inference as a counterexample for (I-1):

If J. Edgar Hoover were today a communist, then he would be a traitor.

If J. Edgar Hoover had been born a Russian, then he would today be a
communist.

Therefore, If J. Edgar Hoover had been born a Russian, he would be a
traitor.

Similarly, one may reject the validity of antecedent-strengthening by counterexamples,
e.g. the one from Stalnaker (1991: 38):

If this match were struck, it would light.
Therefore, If this match had been soaked in water overnight and it were
struck, it would light.

On the other hand, to see the validity of (I-3), it is not enough to appeal to examples.
Instead, in the literature, (I-3) is validate by formal semantics of >’ and ‘—’, e.g.
Lewis (1973) appeals to that if the antecedent is true in the actual world then the
actual world is one of the antecedent true closest possible worlds, and Jackson (1977)
appeals to that if the antecedent is true in the actual then the actual world is one of the
antecedent true reasonably close possible worlds.

To argue against validity by counterexamples, we need to show true premises but
false conclusions. In the given counterexamples for valid inferences concerning
counterfactuals, premises and conclusions are hardly a priori, for justification and
confirmation of their being true essentially rely on our experiences. Unless one finds
counterfactual premises can be true a priori, the invalidity of counterfactuals
inferences is not a priori. Morecover, whether counterexamples are really
counterexamples are under disputes. For example, Lowe (1995) argues that
counterexamples for (I-1) are not real counterexamples by appealing to the contextual
sensitivity of counterfactuals. The correctness of contextual sensitivity requires
justification from how we make judgments on counterfactuals based on experiences.

On the other hand, by showing the validity of (I-3), the arguments essentially
rely on the formal semantics for “>’. There is not yet an a priori justification or

confirmation for the validity. What is needed is that the formal semantics for ‘<’



correctly stands for counterfactuals. However, in the literature, this is still an ongoing
debate for various formal semantics of “>’, and the debate in the end is grounded not
just on how we take the meaning of counterfactuals, but also on how we find true or

false counterfactuals.

5. Fading Apriority: Williamson-Style
We may set aside the a posteriori feature on the (in-)validity of counterfactual
inferences in PA, but focus on whether it premises are a priori. To start the
investigation, we need a theory of counterfactual knowledge. Our attempt is not to
settle the dispute on whether counterfactual knowledge is a priori or not, but to
present theories that find counterfactuals knowledge not a priori.

Williamson (2007) presents a fine-grained theory of counterfactual knowledge.
First, Williamson finds that counterfactual knowledge arises from a very unique sort
of imaginative evaluation. Suppose one noticed a rock sliding into a bush on a slope,

and consequently not falling into the lake at the bottom. He may wonder:

(1) If the bush had not been there, the rock would have ended in the lake.
(Williamson 2007: 142)

(1) may seem to be intuitively true. Williamson suggests that the way we see it true

comes from the following mode of evaluation.

[We] “‘roll back" history to shortly before the time of the antecedent,
modifying its course by stipulating the truth of the antecedent and then
rolling history forward again according to patterns of development as
close as possible to the normal ones to test the truth of the consequent.
(Williamson 2007: 150)

Williamson further indicates that this imaginative evaluation does not generates
knowledge suitably characterized by traditional a priori-a posteriori distinction. He
takes that experiences play the role of enabling one to entertain concepts in the
generation of a priori knowledge, but experiences play the role of being evidence in
the formation of a posteriori knowledge. However, his finds that

[[In our imagination-based knowledge of counterfactuals, sense
experience can play a role that is neither strictly evidential [for a
posteriori knowledge] nor purely enabling [for a priori knowledge]. For,

even without surviving as part of our total evidence, it can mold our
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habits of imagination and judgment in ways go far beyond a merely
enabling role. (Williamson 2007: 164)

He further advances the thesis that counterfactuals knowledge is armchair knowledge:

We may acknowledge an extensive category of armchair knowledge, in
the sense of knowledge in which experience plays no strictly evidential
role, while remembering that such knowledge may not fit the stereotype
of the a priori, because the contribution of experience was far more than
enabling. (Williamson 2007: 169)

Though Williamson’s notion of armchair knowledge may be broadly classified as a
posteriori knowledge in the sense of not being independent of experiences indicated at
the beginning of this paper, the benefit of his notion is to identify the special
epistemic status of counterfactual knowledge.

In Williamson’s framework of counterfactual knowledge, counterfactual
knowledge is armchair knowledge, so are (PA-1) and (PA-2). However, some may
have doubt: do experiences specifically play any role in our imagination or judgment
of “rational acceptance” and “rational deliberation”? Putnam’s major claim is that the
denial of MPC leads to that one’s all beliefs are both true and false, and this result
destroys rationality since it forces us to give up the notions of belief and truth.
However, to arrive at this conclusion, do experiences only play the role of enabling
concepts?

Some may be inclined to find that Putnam’s suggestion intuitively true. But this
is not ready to show that his proposal is a priori, for intuition may be of various
sources. Instead, we focus on the debate on whether truth plays a role in the condition
of beliefs or assertions. The point is that, it can be that, based on one’s experiences,
truth plays its role in beliefs or assertions. For example, in Shah (2003, 2005, 2006),
he argues that truth governs our beliefs based on the very basic psychological fact,
which he calls transparency thesis, that when we consider whether to believe that p
we directly shift to whether p is the case. Form Shah’s point, (PA-1) and (PA-2) can
not be a priori.

6. Fading Apriority: Scientific Style

The evaluation of counterfactuals is an evaluation under situations which are not
actual. It is then seems to be natural or reasonable to think that the evaluation cannot
rely on the experiences we actually have. However, Williamson finds a leak in this

seeming reasonableness, for experiences affect the evaluation in that it molds our
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habit of imagination and judgment developed from experiences. But still, given the
counterfactual nature of the evaluation, Williamson seems reasonably to insist that
experiences we actually have cannot be evidence for the evaluation in any serious
aspects. What we would like to push for one more step is to show that experiences can
be evidence for counterfactuals. Moreover, there is no non-arbitrary manner to draw
the line between those counterfactuals needing experiential evidence and those that do
not, if one insists that there are such counterfactuals.

In the literature, it is fairly uncontroversial to say that an evaluation of a
counterfactual is to examine the consequent in the antecedent oriented circumstance
(AOC). The main thesis to advocate our view is the non-transparency of
counterfactual evaluation.

(The Non-Transparency) An evaluator of counterfactuals does not have
introspective access to the AOCs and the manners of the examination of

the consequents.

By having no introspective access, we mean that the AOCs cannot be accessed by
introspection alone, though experiences may help to access. When one evaluates
counterfactuals introspectively, the non-transparency of AOCs leads one to the
possibility of making mistakes in the characterization of AOCs, and the
non-transparency of AOCs leads one to the possibility of making mistakes in the
examination of the consequents. Either way, introspective evaluation is threatened by
errors.

Consider Williamson’s (1) for example. (1) may seem to be intuitively correct,
by introspection. Nonetheless, what if there had a safe net at the end of the slope that
was undiscovered? If so, (1) is false. Whether there was a safe net is not
introspectively accessible by any evaluator. Instead, it depends on the actual
environment of the world not accessible from introspection. Consider also whether the

following is true:

(2) If John took the cocktail treatment, then he would live longer than ten

years.

To evaluate (2) properly, we need, for example, a lot of information about John’s
physical condition and how John’s physical condition interacts with the cocktail
treatment, and also examine how the interact related to how long John would live.
However, this information is also not introspectively available.

To evaluate (2), many ways can overcome the obstacle of non-transparency. One
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may consult past data on cocktail treatments. But if past data is not good evidence for
(2), we are evaluating (2) partially by guessing. Good data are required to be retrieved
from those subjects similar to John, at least both physically and psychologically.
Bio-medical sciences and social science have already provided a lot of experimental
designs and theoretical tools to help us to obtain those data (cf. Morgan and Winship
2007). We only emphasize that, by those experimental data, we evaluate
counterfactuals such as (2) even without knowing the AOCs or how to examine the
consequents in those AOCs, introspectively or not.

We are often confident with the evaluation of counterfactuals by using
introspection, but maybe we are often too comfortable with that. Once we admit that
the evaluation of counterfactuals is non-transparent, we should see that experiences
not only mold our imagination and judgment concerning the evaluation of
counterfactuals, but also that experiences (e.g. by proper experimental designs)
should be used as evidence to overcome the obstacle of non-transparency.

When one looks at (PA-1) and (PA-2), one may have the “feeling” that
evaluating them requires no experiential evidence. This is already an attempt to draw
a line between those counterfactuals whose evaluation is transparent from those
whose evaluation is non-transparent. However, this move of drawing the line is
dangerous. It is in danger of dogmatically identify a counterfactual as true simply by
introspective reflection alone. Unless one can in a principled and a non-arbitrary
manner to draw the line, which we find quite implausible, the evaluation of

counterfactuals needs experiential evidences.

7. Concluding Remarks

Quine’s historical argument against a priori knowledge and truth faces challenges
from various aspects. The challenge from Putnam is an attempt to exploit a priori
counterfactual knowledge and counterfactual inferences to defend the existence of a
priori truth. However, some close inspections show that it is no easy matter to
establish a priori truth in Putnam’s fashion, for both counterfactuals knowledge and
counterfactual inferences are grounded on top of experiences as evidences. The
lessons to be learned is that, when one attempts to use counterfactuals, e.g. to use
thought experiments, to establish some claim, one should pay attention to the a
posteriori nature of counterfactuals. Moreover, this result invites Quinean empiricist
epistemology to go beyond extensional framework and embrace intensional notions
such as counterfactuals.
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