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Sosa’s Way

Ernest Sosa interviewed by João Carlos Salles1

Ernest Sosa is one of the most important contemporary philosophers. His work constitutes its

own eld o reecion ha recenly ook he orm o a heory o elic normaiviy in his Epistemic

Explanations: A heory o elic normaiviy, and wha i explains (Oxord: OUP, 2021). Telic nor-

maiviy is inheren o acions, o atemps ha characerize human perormances, being elic be-

cause hey are aimed a ends and oen normaive because we say hey are beter i successul and,

hereore, i hey reach heir objecive. I is also beter or atemps o manies compeence and atain

success hrough compeence and no by chance. Tha is why we preer persuasion o he use o orce,

an excellen diagnosis o mere guessing, he exper’s advice o he charlaan’s opinion. Also, we a-

ribue meri o regular ahleic perormances raher han casual successes. Aer all, as Sosa reminds

us, “o reach Larissa hrough ignoran luck is no o ourish.”

The philosophical communiy sill grasps all he subleies his recen posiion implies, and Sosa

has anoher sep in urning his reecion ino a Dawning Ligh Episemology. This capaciy o con-

sanly improve his posiion is no surprising. Indeed, since 1964, Sosa’s presence in he episemo-

logical eld is he mos relevan, boh as a deep hinker whose work evolves and elaboraes is ideniy

amids an inense dialogue and as an academic worker who deals wih he complex aciviies relaed o

he organizaion o he philosophical communiy. In his Inerview, Sosa allows us o glimpse inricae

aspecs o his episemology (e.g., episemic modaliies, philosophical mehodology, and he Dawning)

and exciing acs o his personal lie and academic rajecory (e.g., people ha conribue o his career

and hose he debaed over he years). The inerview is, per se, a clear example o his generosiy, he

richness o his rajecory, and he scope and proundiy o his houghs. His words, as we all can see,

clearly illusrae a rajecory and hinking ha opens us o philosophical ourishing.

Question: Some philosophers make their history (sometimes full of spectacular epi-

sodes) a part of the presentation or demonstration of their theses. On the contrary, others

barely let us glimpse more personal data in their texts, except when these are directly re-

laed o academic issues. You seem closer o his las atiude, hus leaving us quie curious

abou your more personal hisory, amily, and culural ies. Please, Erneso, rs ell us a

litle abou your sory.

Ernest Sosa: Boh my parens were lied ou o povery in Cuba by Presbyerian

missionaries. The Church gave hem a ne educaion, boh elemenary and secondary, sen

1 Proessor iular do Deparameno de Filosoa da UFBA, endo esado, com bolsa CAPES, em esá-
gio sênior em 2023 na Rugers (The Sae Universiy oNew Jersey), sob supervisão de Ernes Sosa.
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him o high school in he USA and o seminary in Puero Rico, and gave him a church upon

graduaion. The wo o hem, or heir par, devoed heir lives o church service. Aer heir

marriage, they formed an excellent pastoral couple and together had much success, which

included ounding schools ha hrived a churches ha hey pasored.

He was rewarded wih he rs sabbaical awarded o Cuban minisers, so o we

went to a wonderful year in Princeton, where he held his sabbatical at the Presbyterian

seminary, the Princeton Theological Seminary.

In ha auumn o 1948, Fidel Casro came or lunch in our Princeon humble abode.

He was honeymooning in Manhatan wih his young wie, as i happens a philosophy

suden and member o a leading Cuban poliical amily, srongly Presbyerian (he Diaz

Balar amily, which has coninued heir inuenial prominence, now in Florida and USA

politics).

A ew years laer, we reurned permanenly o his counry ha we had come o love

in ha earlier visi. I wen o high school in El Paso, Texas, where my aher had a church.

Then came he Cuban exodus o Miami, when he was assigned o Miami or reugee mis-

sion work.

This mean heywere even busier han earlier, wih coninued success. They were ne

parens and gave my siser and me a good home, even i heir mission work le hem litle

time for family life and school guidance.

They did not pressure me on school work or career choice. Left thus on my own,

I ollowed my naural eenage inclinaions and did no adhere closely o any ofcial cur-

riculum. In ac, I remember my Algebra eacher, Mrs. Hanson, saying o a colleague as

I enered her classroom: “You see ha litle kid. Never does his homework, and aces every

es.” Unorunaely, I had no such success in my oher high school subjecs. Bu I scraped

by and go ino he Universiy oMiami. There I came o philosophy only in my senior year,

aer some undisinguished years. I remember being dissaised wih wha o me seemed

limied objecives, bounded by quesionable assumpions. Tha pre-senior summer, I came

across wriings o Berrand Russell, which led me o a ull year o courses in he ne philos-

ophy deparmen. Tha was ransormaive. I had discovered wha I waned or my uure.

However, I did no have much subsance or grad school applicaions, wih no a single phi-

losophy course to my credit by that point.

So, I go ino wha was hen perhaps he lowes program in he counry, he Pit pro-

gram, though by the time I left that program two years later, it had ascended dramatically,

wih he arrival o Nicholas Rescher, Adol Grunbaum, Kur Baier, and a good porion o

he Yale deparmen, including Wilrid Sellars. Equally imporan o me during my wo

ormaive years in he program were he very brigh grad sudens who were atraced by

he rise o Pit, many o hem romOberlin or Reed. Brian Skyrms came in he same enering

class wih me, and was paricularly helpul. Bas van Fraassen came near he end omy say

in the program but it was still helpful to see him close up in action. It was an exciting and

ormaive graduae educaion or me.

Why hen did I leave aer only wo years, having had such a limied undergraduae

educaion beore ha? While siting in a Sellars seminar a he very sar o my hird year

a Pit, I was apped on he shoulder and old “Rescher wans o see you. Now!” Rescher,

my disseraion advisor, greeed me wih an oer: “Ernie, do you wan a job? You’ll need o

pack and go. Tomorrow.” Tha was in early Sepember and he school year had jus begun

a day or two earlier.
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pleniul, and graduae careers could be shor. So, o I wen o Wesern Onario in London,

Canada, where I learned a lo o philosophy by eaching i ull-ime, jus a ew pages ahead

of my students. Somehow, I had a dissertation at the end of the next summer, which I nee-

ded or my posdoc a Brown’s excellen program.

Question: I read your excellent doctoral thesis, Direcives, defended in 1964. Your re-

ecion on he logic o commands presens relaionships wih he Getier problem – or ex-

ample, your hinking on he noion o “obedience” seems o reproduce a Getieresque obsa-

cle course, wih examples and couner examples. And his is no by chance. In he same year

as your hesis deense, you published one o he rs answers o he problem o knowledge

analysis – a ex ha became, wih some changes, he rs chaper o Knowledge in Perspecive.

How did your formation and your inclination toward epistemology come about?

Ernest Sosa: I had no course in epistemology during my one undergraduate philos-

ophy year, nor did I have any in my wo years o graduae work a Pit. Only in ha year

o eaching aWesern Onario did I encouner a quesion in episemology ha gripped me

immediaely andwould never release is grip. The quesion was ha o he naure o knowl-

edge, which had aroused only passing interest when I read the Theaeeus in a Plato course.

I came acrossGetier’s paperwhile leang hrough he pages oAnalysis a heWesern

Onario library. The rs ew senences wen by swily, as I sood nex o he periodicals

shel, bu I was soon sruggling wih he counerexamples, esing in my head successive

revisions o he “jusied rue belie” analysis. The problem was no o be solved as I sood

by hose shelves, however, so I was soon setled ino a comorable library sea or some

exended hough. Evenually, I had a soluion o propose (he second published atemp,

appearing in the 1964 Analysis volume).

Having senmy paper o, I awaied on enerhooks he Edior’s evenually avorable

response, but another bit of excellent news preceded that: I was granted a two-year post-

docoral ellowship a Brown Universiy. Upon arrival a Brown, wih my Pit diploma in

hand, I immediately came under the spell of someone with a philosophical style and per-

sona he likes o which I had never come across: Roderick Chisholm, hen a he heigh o

his creaiviy. I soon joined several excellen graduae sudens, and some young aculy,

including Jaegwon Kim, in audiing Chisholm’s seminar every semeser. I sill had aken no

course in epistemology but had been thinking about epistemology in my solitary struggle

wih he Getier problem.

Chisholm’s seminars were my rs ormal inroducion o episemology. He did no

by hen each he subjec oen, as his eaching had swiched omeaphysics. Bu he was sill

awork in he eld, and sill occasionally oered an episemology seminar. Soon, o my de-

ligh, he would regularly invie me o discuss his ideas wih him. A ha poin, we sill did

no have individual compuers, so our conversaions were eiher hrough regular mail, in

person, or, mos oen, by elephone. Tha did no prove much o an obsacle: we discussed

philosophy requenly, episemology in paricular; or a long srech, we would do so daily

as he worked on he rs ediion o his grea episemology ex, Theory o Knowledge, pub-

lished in 1966. And evenually we also published some joinly auhored papers.

Tha is how I was iniially drawn o he eld.
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2022 Question: Since the beginning of your career, your production has been at the center

o he episemological debae, combining, in everyone’s eyes, exreme acumen and echni-

cal renemen. Tell us how you became a proessor and see he curren hiring and renewal

processes in Philosophy Deparmens in he Unied Saes.

Ernest Sosa:ResearchUniversiies in heUnied Saes have a deaul assumpion ha

faculty members will contribute in three ways: as researchers in the pursuit of knowledge,

as eachers a undergraduae and graduae levels, and in he adminisraion o heir de-

parmen and universiy. Various adjusmens can be made for particular faculty members

or deparmens, bu hese are excepional. Each aculy member is a ree agen, however,

reaed mosly wihou any direc comparison wih deparmen colleagues. Improvemens

in one’s siuaion come mosly hrough ouside oers by oher deparmens in his counry

or elsewhere in the world. The most weighty acors include he qualiy and promise o

ha researcher and he eec on he deparmen’s presige in he discipline, which has a

major bearing on he abiliy o atrac ne graduae sudens. Bu i also maters how well

he candidae will  wih oher deparmen aculy hrough muually benecial research

and discussion

Question: More abou your insiuional rajecory. You conribued signicanly o

srenghening philosophy in he Unied Saes, always advocaing a high sandard o aca-

demic production and collaboration. You also had prominent institutional performance in-

side and ouside he Unied Saes, paricularly in he American Philosophical Associaion.

By the way, it was because of your relationships with philosophical associations that

I was able to meet you, and your support for the construction of a large Interamerican

Philosophical Sociey congress in Brazil was decisive. How do you see he work o or-

ganizing he academic communiy in he Unied Saes and he coexisence here beween

dieren marices o philosophical work? Are he dieren marices incommensurable, or

do we have recognizable qualiy measures beyond diversiy? From a global perspecive,

do you noice changes in how relaionships develop wihin he academic communiy, in-

cluding the participation of new countries, for example, in the International Federation of

Philosophical Socieies environmen?

ErnestSosa:Yes, João, collaboraingwihyou or hahugeandexcellen Ineramerican

Congress in Brazil was a highligh o my adminisraive and organizaional work over he

course of my career. It was a great pleasure to see your leadership for that congress and to

collaborae wih you so closely and exensively.

I also worked or many years as an inernaionalAPA represenaive in various capac-

iies, including years o join projecs wih Sovie philosophers, wih muual yearly visis

very generously suppored by IREX, an American organizaion or inernaional academic

collaboraion ha suppored our ACLS/SovieAcademy muli-year projec.

Very early, I had become acive in heAmerican PhilosophicalAssociaion (APA), rs

as Secreary-Treasurer and hen sequenially in numerous leadership posiions, culmina-

ing wih elecion o an APA Presidency and hen as Chair o he Board o Ofcers.

I served as Chair or ve years o he APA Inernaional Cooperaion Commitee. I

was in ha cspsciy ha I became so acive in inernaional philosophical aciviy hrough

theworldwide Federation Internationale des Sociétés de Philosophie (FISP). This led to elec-

ion as Vice Presiden o FISP and Chair o he Program Commitee or he World Congress

held in Boston in 1998. (I had a co-chair, who was happy to let me do all the work.)

SOSA’S WAY
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When ha congress was held in he Saes, however, I had a chance o superimpose he

APA model, which American philosophers would nd quie amiliar and comorable. I

had long worked wih ha model as APA Secreary-Treasurer and as a member o APA

program commitees, so I knew wha would work well, which I hough inernaional col-

leagues would also nd atracive. The key componens were he very numerous invied

sessions wih excellen acive philosophers drawn rom across he world wih no ravel

suppor. The atracion would be a very rich se omeeings, where you would mee los o

fellow philosophers with similar interests, for interesting sessions and for informal discus-

sions in socially inviing setings.

I knew Americans would accep such inviaions in large numbers or a world con-

gress in Boson, and I expeced ha ohers would be atraced as well. So, he Boson

Congress had quie a program and was a grea success in atendance and in philosophical

qualiy. My own originaliy o conribuion was minimal. I simply applied he well-esed

American emplae ha was so amiliar o me.

Question: Le us urnmore direcly o your work. The pah o virue episemology re-

mains relaively independen o heGetieresque program o knowledge analysis. However,

his disance does no lead you o rejec he relevance o his program. Recenly, in ac, in a

beauiul ex o jus wo pages, you reaced o he summary condemnaion o he analysis

projec as made by Timohy Williamson: “episemologiss ineresed in Getierology were

addressing interesting philosophical explanations of how knowledge comes to be, of how

it is metaphysically grounded.” (“Philosophical Methodology,” unpublished manuscript,

p. 2). In short, we were not in the game of mere analysis but in that of philosophical expla-

naion – a game ha shall never cease. Wha, hen, is your assessmen o Getier’s program,

which usually oers us an inroducion o episemology? And how do you see he “knowl-

edge rs” projec?

Ernest Sosa: Thank you, João, or your kind assessmen. I do agree on his much: I’s

true that my works exhibit an unusually sustained focus on a particular interrelated set of

issues: on he naure, condiions, and exen o human knowledge, on quesions like he

following.

Wha is knowledge? Wha is episemic jusicaion? Wha are he condiions

in virue o which knowledge and jusicaion come o be? Wha condiions

constitute such epistemic phenomena? How much and what sorts of know-

ledge and jusicaion can and do humans normally atain?

I conceive o radiional episemology as susained engagemenwih hose quesions,

a projec radiionally pursued in analyic philosophy hrough our disincive armchair

mehods o individual reecion and collecive dialecic, pursued in discussion groups,

seminars, conerences, and journals. A cenral mehod used in all o hose setings is ha

of thought experiments and possible (and actual) counterexamples. So, it is a method of

conjecures and poenial (and acual) reuaions, where we conjecure an answer o one or

more o he oregoing quesions, and we deliberae, individually or collecively, on possible

explanatory answers, on philosophical explanations.

In response to your welcome prompt, allow me now to elaborate a bit.

ERNEST SOSA INTERVIEWED BY JOÃO CARLOS SALLES

ANALYTICA, Rio de Janeiro, vol 26 nº 1, 2022, p. 108-121 | https://doi.org/10.35920/1414-3004.2022v26n1p108-121



113

volume 26
número 1

2022 1. I rs skech a view o analyic mehodology wih he ollowing oulines.

a. Analyic philosophy has indeed broadly eaured in is mehodological sel-con-

cepion ha he purpose o analysis crucially includes he discovery o necessary

bicondiionals o he orm <Necessarily, C i and only i XYZ>, or he like o ha.

b. The ensuing vasmehodological eor o analyic philosophy has been o subjec

such proposed necessary biconditionals to thought-experiment analysis, to the

consideration of examples that might clearly enough feature the presence of ei-

ther side of a proposed analysis along with the absence of the other side.

Tha is plausibly enough rue o he sel-concepion o analyic philosophy over hese

many decades.

2. By conras, I sugges a dieren ack, a dieren assessmen o he course o analy-

ic methodology, one more complimentary to our analytic tradition. My suggestion is that,

our sel-concepion has been largely o in is ocus on necessary bicondiionals. We ana-

lyss, many o us anyhow, have implicily pursued a quie dieren objecive. Our implici

objecive in ac has is place in a radiion ha goes back o Plao and is no jus a radiion

of conceptual or linguistic analysis.

The ocus in ha alernaive, ancien radiion is raher on phenomena hemselves,

beyond concepts or words.

Firs o all, he ocus is on knowledge isel, or virue, or jusice.

Secondly, he objecive is o atain an undersanding o wha grounds such phenom-

ena, of what explains why they hold when they do hold.

This emerges in the dialectic featured in the Platonic dialogues.

3. So, what we want to test in much philosophical analysis, and what we do test, is not

jus a necessary bicondiional o he orm <Necessarily, K i and only i JTB>. Raher, wha

we es is he explanaory proposal ha i someone jusiably and correcly (wih ruh) be-

lieves ha p, hey hereby know ha p. And we can indeed see in a ypical Getier example

how he proagonis acquires jusied rue belie wihou hereby acquiring knowledge.

That strikes us as clearly correct.

Tha same patern is ound, moreover, across he vas expanse o analyic eor. The

lesson that I urge us to draw is that we are misled if we see analytic philosophy as pursuing

mainly jus necessary bicondiionals. Tha urns ou o be close bu no quie righ. For a be-

ter conception of our methodology and of its success, we need to return to the Platonic con-

cepion o philosophically explanaory principles raher han jus necessary bicondiionals.

4. So, I submi in conclusion ha our pracice across he eld reveals ha his has in

ac been our objecive, i only implicily.

Atribuing o ourselves his implici objecive is he bes way o make sense o our

method of thought experiments and counterexamples. That is the way in which armchair

philosophy can bes illuminae he phenomena o human ourishing.

5.Here henwe have amehod plausibly disincive and prominen in one o hemain

humanistic disciplines, our own discipline of philosophy.

This is clearly not science. From the time of those ancient dialogues, this is a meth-

od o reecion and dialecic ha does no rely on empirical heorizing based on sensory

SOSA’S WAY

ANALYTICA, Rio de Janeiro, vol 26 nº 1, 2022, p. 107-120 | https://doi.org/10.35920/1414-3004.2022v26n1p107-120



114

volume 26
número 1

2022 observaion. Nor does i rely on ormal mehods and model building. Bu please noe

well: Tha is no o overlook he imporan ormal work ha philosophers and logicians

have done.

Philosophy is large in scope and multifaceted. So, I am focused on one part, though

I would argue ha perennial philosophy is a main par, a very prominen par already

among the ancients. Finally, this is a part where philosophy relies on solitary armchair

hough and lively dialecic wih ohers similarly minded.

Such traditional armchair philosophy is not a scholarly method of the sorts familiar

in oher humanisic elds o endeavor. Raher, i involves curiosiy abou cerain phenom-

ena hemselves, abou he naure—or consiuion, or grounding—o phenomena such as

knowledge, causaion, reedom, righ acion, jusice, and so on, main concerns o perennial

reecion and dialecic, rom Plao’s dialogues o he mos recen issues o our journals.

6. Again, he aim o our inquiry is no jus inerpreaion, no inerpreaion o prod-

ucs o human creaiviy, nor o human hisorical accomplishmens, individual or collec-

ive. Tha may in ac be rue in all our siser disciplines in he humaniies. And i is o

course wha goes on in he pars o philosophy ha share such objecives wih hose siser

disciplines, as does the history of philosophy.

Neverheless, consider he phenomena ha have atraced philosophical atenion.

Whawewan is rue explanaory principles hawill reveal he source o such phenomena.

And ha, I submi, ses philosophy disincively apar rom all o he empirical scienc-

es and also from all other humanistic disciplines.

Question: I seems o me ha an emphasis on compelling debae on well-dened

issues is a rai o analyical philosophy, which ends, however, also o limi he individual

contribution of the participants in the discussion and restrict the scope of the texts to the

momen o heir publicaion. A side eec o his inense and consanly acceleraed move-

men can be he ading o he coninuiy and singulariy o he individual works. In your

case, however, i is eviden ha i is no an exensive se o papers and books bu raher a

unique heoreical corpus, a work ha you end o presen as being in permanen evoluion

as i iwere a sum o rs approximaions. Being close o celebraing 60 years o coninuous

academic aciviy a he highes qualiy sandard and, as I believe, being close o celebra-

ing 50 years o specic elaboraion in he Virue Episemology eld, wha are he essenial

characerisics o Ernes Sosa’s work? In addiion o he main heses ha disinguish your

work, wha are he eaures o your syle, ha is, your way o doing philosophy? Wha are

your mos signican coninuiies and rupures in hese decades?

Ernest Sosa: I have made use o he armchair mehods o reecion and dialecic,

along wih publicaion in journal aricles and in books, in he sor o way explained in

my long answer o your previous quesion. Bu ha is nearly universal among analytical

epistemologists.

More disincive omy paricular approach are he ollowing eaures.

Firs, I have or many decades led disseraion workshops or my sudens wriing

episemology disseraions. This has generally been helpul o hem, judging by per-

sistent esimony, as hey orm ongoing communiies where everyone is amiliar wih

the ongoing work of the others. In my workshops, student work is presented repeatedly

a various sages o developmen, which evenuaes in chapers o a disseraion. Such
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2022 ongoing, deepening dialecic has cerainly been helpul o me, as I have gained aware-

ness and understanding of the issues and arguments at the forefront of ongoing epistem-

ic conroversy.

Second, that awareness has also been broadened and deepened beyond episte-

mology by my ediorship o wo prominen generalis journals: Nous and Philosophy and

Phenomenological Research.

Third, my decades of teaching epistemology and other traditional philosophy, at

boh undergraduae and graduae levels, have given me a broad undersanding o he

historical sweep of our discipline. I am by nature an extremely patient and close reader,

willing o reurn again and again over he years o he same classic exs. This has brough

home o me how oen and how seriously even our greaes predecessors have been mis-

inerpreed, how seriously misundersood. As I have argued exensively in prin, I believe

ha o be rue o wo o my mos admired among he greas. I mean GE Moore and Rene

Descares, he ormer in his supposed atemp o reue skepicism, including a amous

and inuenial paper, “Proo o an Exernal World.” As or Descares, he has been sadly

and deeply misinerpreed in he accusaion o an ourageous allacy o vicious circular-

iy, which he is near-universally hough o commi in his Mediaions on Firs Philosophy.

I have ried o disabuse us o such errible misundersandings in seminars, lecures, and

published texts.

Fourh, my work has been characerised by nding he bes on each side o various

amiliar and longsanding conroversies in episemology: oundaionalism versus coher-

enism and inernalism versus exernalism. I repeaedly approach such conroversies wih

appreciaion and respec or he insighs on each side. And I accordingly ry o accommo-

date both sets of insights into my own irenic positions.

Question: I return to some elements of your work for emphasis or greater detail.

A characerisic rai ha grealy pleases me is your atenion o he classics wihou placing

yoursel in he condiion o a mere commenaor. This care also maerializes in your wriing

or is elegance and argumenaive rigor. How do you see your dialogue wih he hisory o

philosophy? I is imporan o noe ha reerences o classics such as Arisole, Descares,

Reid, Moore, Witgensein, Ausin, and Srawson are requen in his work.

Ernest Sosa: I have reached exensive and deep agreemen wih hose lised, on he

whole. Mos o all wih Descares, leas wih Ausin, who was ocused much more han

I on episemic language, hough I sill nd a lo o wha he has o say boh illuminaing

and correct.

Wih Descares, he agreemen is really very grea (and very graiying, as I ound i

only rerospecively, aer having ully developed my own view wih is disincive sruc-

ure). Tha view reserves a cenral place or apness, clearly and disincly presen in ha

grea hinker, and I believe his cenral componen o be pregured in Arisole as well.

More recen agreemen, wih Witgensein’s response o Moore’s oundaionalism, is

sill coming ino clearer ocus, as is a Witgenseinian ake on Srawson’s episemic “nau-

ralism,” with forthcoming work where I go into details.

Question: Anoher noable eaure o your work is ha you ollowed he episemo-

logical debae, being aware o he producion o he mos relevan exs when hey were
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2022 published and, sometimes, taking stock of state-of-the-art, as in a text like “Epistemology

Today” (1981) or your presenaion o he wo volumes o Knowledge and Jusicaion (1994).

If you were to make a similar assessment of the current state of the art, what aspects and

conicing posiions would you highligh? Wha are he cenral heoreical ensions in o-

day’s eld o episemology?

Ernest Sosa: One mos cenral supposed ension I nd o be illusory. This is he al-

leged tension between intellectual ethics, which deals with issues such as whether people

can be harmed by he conen o one’s belies and hus properly resenul.

The ension would be real iwe could hen conclude ha he belie’s purely episemic

sanding is hereby negaively aeced so ha i migh even ollow ha he believer does

no really know wha he hus oensively believes o be rue. Bu his is jus a conusion.

One can gran ha he belie is harmul and even ha i should no be susained, all hings

considered, wihou revising one’s view ha i consiues knowledge.

Tha generalizes, since he heory o knowledge is a domain concerned jus simply

wih wha i akes o know, wih wha is required or a belie o qualiy as knowledge. (I call

his heory o knowledge ‘gnoseology’ or convenience, as his is shorer and also provides

he adjecive and he adverb). I say ha a belie can consiue knowledge simply by being

ap, and can qualiy as higher knowledge by being aply ap. And I allege ha a belie can

indeed atain he gnoseological sanding o qualiying as knowledge, even i i is a deplor-

ably oensive or inrusive belie ha egregiously violaes someone’s righ o privacy.

Question: Your atenion o imporan academic episodes has shown isel in your

ability to highlight important work, so to speak, in the heat of the moment. Thus, for exam-

ple, in 1964, you wroe one o he rs reviews o Getier; in 2000, a review by Williamson.

Furhermore, every momen o your producion has caused a grea sir, wih debaes wih

important interlocutors, to which you respond with the appropriate replies, as if this pro-

cess o collecive consrucion were he mos suiable or deepening your reecion. In shor,

dialogue is a characteristic feature of your academic performance. How do you see your

connecion wih some prominen philosophers o your conemporaries?And also wih hose

inellecuals ha you rained or inuenced? The lis o names you discuss in your exs is

impressive: Chisholm, Davidson, Goldman, Lehrer, Harman, Quine, Sellars, Rory, Bonjour,

Nozick, Alson, Foley, Nagel, Sroud, Getier, Greco, Lackey, Prichard, Williamson.

Ernest Sosa: There is a public record of my interaction with all of those epistemol-

ogiss, along wih Peer Klein, George Bealer, Linda Zagzegski, Hilary Kornblih, Richard

Fumeron, Richard Feldman, Michael Williams, and Jason Baehr, and ohers ye.

I have oen come o he conclusion ha an apparent disagreemen is only verbal, de-

riving as i does rom ambiguiies in our rich episemic vocabulary, or conexual variaions

in he applicaion o ha vocabulary.

My ocus is no so much he semanics o episemic language, nor even he concepual

analysis of ordinary epistemic concepts.

Thus, my own reecions presuppose undersanding owha is already available less

conroversially in ordinary English (atemp, afrmaion, ruh) in order to delineate a domain

of phenomena that seems both interesting and interestingly relatable to the philosophical

radiion o hinking abou knowledge and skepicism. And I have reeced also on how

to engineer a few concepts that might help cast some light on that domain of interesting
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2022 phenomena (adroiness, apness, ull apness, hipness o atemp, judgmen, animal versus

reecive varieies o knowledge, gnoseology, ec.).

As i urns ou, hose phenomena are jus a special case o a ar wider se o phenom-

ena o subsanial ineres and imporance in human ourishing across is many domains

of assessable performance.

Question: Le us urn our atenion o somemomens o your work. “The Ra and he

Pyramid” (1980) is a landmark for contemporary epistemological elaboration. How do you

understand this moment concerning your work as a whole?

Ernest Sosa:When I published ha paper, he issue o oundaionalism versus coher-

enism had raged in analyic philosophy, wih passionae engagemen by he posiiviss o

he Vienna Circle. And his issue hen coninued o divide ormidable philosophers, such

as Schlick versus Neurah, and laer Chisholm and Hempel versus Sellars, and also Moore

versus Witgensein.

My paper is an exensive, deailed atemp o clariy he issue, and o go beyond i

hrough a virue-heoreic urn. This sruck a chord and has been my cenral philosophical

ocus ever since, wih many laer developmens.

Question: “How to defeat opposition to Moore” (1999) is another important mile-

sone and is probably your mos cied ex. However, you abandon he cenral hesis abou

he place o ‘saey,’ which would have oered a sufcien answer o Nozick’s modal solu-

ion. However, his rerea, saed in he ex “The Place o Truh in Episemology” (2003),

does not seem to mean a simple abandonment of the notion, which reappears strategically

in he service o your classicaion o knowledge and your explanaion o how we know.

Could you explain how you now see ‘sensiiviy,’ ‘saey’ and ‘securiy’?

Ernest Sosa: 1. These are noions wih much broader scope han jus episemology.

They apply in any domain wih an organizing elos, where paricipans in he domain’s

pracice atemp o atain ha elos wih heir perormances.

So, an archer’s sho succeeds if it hits the target, and it does so aptly if the hit manifests

he complee compeence exercised by he archer, wih is Skill/Shape/Siuaion srucure.

The atemp o hi he arge can manies a reliable enough compeence o succeed on he

par o he archer, even wihou being sae, since he archer’s possession of the SSS complete

compeence migh be highly ragile, given he high probabiliy o spoiler guss across he

line o re.

So, a sho can be sae relaive o he coninued possession o ha complee SSS com-

petence, while, compatibly, it may be highly unsafe because that competence is so fragile.

Thus we can disinguish he compeence-relaive safety of a shot from its securiy, which

requires ha he compeence isel be saely in place.

Correspondingly, we can disinguish beween wo hings:

Firs, a mere atemp (o hi an archery arge, say).

Second, a Hippocraic, “hip” atemp, in which he agen aims no jus o a-
ain he basic objecive (hiting he arge) bu also o hi he arge aptly, with
success that manifests competence.
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2022 Such a hip atemp is made by a docor who aims o provide a diagnosis no jus by

guessing but through proper competence.

2. The oah ha medical docors have aken since Hippocraes hus conains he no-

ion o a disincively “hip” sor o atemp.

a. The oath commits you as a medical doctor to treat patients “to the best of your

abiliy and judgmen.” And his requires you o aim no jus or rue diagnoses

bu or ap ones. A mere guess would violae he oah. A proper diagnosis mus

be beter han a guess.

b. In keeping wih your oah, youwould normally lisen atenively o your paien’s

complains. Appropriae esing migh hen be required, even i es resuls are

days away. Very oen, esing is he righ hing o do and wha you mus do in

keeping with your oath. Otherwise, you wrong your patient and risk a malprac-

ice lawsui. As a properly responsible docor, you mus prescribe he lab work

and await the results.

Normally, he docor mus aim o judge on he paien’s condiion. The aim mus

be to get it right, but with a diagnosis that gets it right aptly, no jus by guessing.

c. Accordingly, we can dene a “judgmen” as a hip alehic afrmaion, one more

ambiious han a conesan’s pure guess in a quiz show. Tha does seem a amiliar

phenomenon in ordinary human life and agency, where we distinguish between

guesses and hip answers in ha sor o way. The disincion is pervasive no only

in medical practice and sports but in domains of human performance generally.

Question: The philosophical communiy is sill reecing on your recen elaboraion

o a Telic Virue Episemology, as you presened i o us in Episemic Explanaions (2021),

and you have already advanced us a new heoreical sep, moving now owards a Dawning

Ligh Episemology, o which he dialogue wih Witgensein becomes very relevan. Why

is his sep necessary, and wha are is unique characerisics?

Ernest Sosa: 1.We ascend o a more demanding level once we urn o hip atemps,

wheher on he par o an archer or on he par o a medical docor. Now he aim is no jus

o succeed on he lowes order o perormance, wheher i be ha o hiting a argewih an

arrow, or ha o hiting he ruh wih a mere alehic afrmaion, a mere guess.

The ull hip objecive is no jus o succeed on ha lower order bu o condenly succeed

aptly. So, now he objecive is o atain he lower order success—namely, a arge hi or a rue

afrmaion—and o condenly do so in a way ha sufcienly maniess perinen compeence.

The key idea is ha compeence may be atained on he rs level wihou being a-

ained on he second level. And ha impors a noable dierence. Second-order atainmen

requires sufcien proper assurance ha no spoilers will aec he rs-order perormance. So,

your hip atemp o hi a given arge requires more han your mere atemp o hi ha arge.

Your mere atemp o hi he arge can be eecive provided you possess he proper

SSS compeence, no mater how vulnerably. For ha atainmen, your atemp o hi he ar-

ge and is successmus derive rom ha compeence, which youmus possess and exercise.

However, your hip atemp aims no only a hiting he arge bu also a doing so ap-

ly. So, he compeence perinen o a hip success—he compeence hamakes a hip atemp
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2022 ap—mus ensure somehing abou he condiions required or he apness o your atemp

o hi ha arge. The higher-order compeence required or your hip success mus be sen-

siive o wheher hose condiions will be in place reliably enough.

2.And we now we need a crucial disincion.

Suppose the probability of an interfering gust to be extremely high. This would not

aec he apness o your mere atemp o hi he arge so long as no gus inereres in acu-

al ac. However, i ha probabiliy is so high, would ha no aec he level o compeence

ha you bring o your relevan hip atemp? Such higher compeence requires sufcienly

competent assurance ha you will succeed in your rs-order atemp. You must be thus as-

sured without any problematic negligence.

This urher concern ha arises on he second order drives an ineresing wedge

among two sorts of human performances. The distinction emerges plausibly if we compare

archery wih medicine. An archer migh exercise heir archery compeence quie ree o any

relevan negligence i hey shoo away while assuming by deaul ha no spoiler guss are

in he ofng. So, he archer’s hip shomigh succeed ully and wihou negligence.

3. No so he docor in our example, because o he negligence ha ataches o he

insufcien, desulory check on he equipmen known o be glichy.

The idea of default assumptions gains allure when we appreciate their role across a

broad span of performances, with the noted contrast between our archer and our medical

docor. The archer can properly assume ha no spoiler gus will inervene, hus proecing

he compeence and apness o heir hip atemp o make a good sho, even when spoiler

guss are nearly cerain o inervene, hreaening hus o spoil heir sho. By conras, a

medical doctor can make no such assumption without competence-precluding negligence.

Question: Your dialogue in he broader eld o virue episemology seems o involve

wo atiudes. On he one hand, an aggregaing spiri (someimes even condescending)

leads you o value more disan conribuions, such as some rom he eld o responsi-

bilism. On the other hand, there is a clear distinction between what is typical of gnoseology

and wha would be ypical o inellecual ehics. How do you see evoluion and dialogue

wihin he broader eld o he episemology o virues?

Ernest Sosa: A key idea can be drawn rom WK Cliord’s passionae moral demand

for epistemic probiy, which I undersand as ollows, even i his may no all lie obviously

on he surace o his sermon. Given how we depend so heavily on each oher and on our

own pas selves or all kinds o pracical ourishing, individual and collecive, we le down

our ellows and our communiies and even our own uure selves i we all ino episemic

negligence or recklessness when we adopt beliefs, with corresponding storage, and then act

accordingly. A ship owner who negligenly or recklessly believes his ship o be seaworhy

and acs accordingly is no jus episemically bu morally blameworhy. The bes way o

undersand Cliord, I submi, is o undersand his sermon as normaively srucured. In

his view he shipowner is blameworhy wice over. He is morally blameworthy because he

is epistemically blameworthy. Correlaively, we are subjec o a clear moral demand to hold

ourselves o sufcienly high epistemic standards.

Question: Philosophers can be disinguished by how hey view he relaionship be-

tween philosophy and science and their belief about what we should expect from their
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2022 dieren mehodologies. Some heoriss, such as Witgensein, consider philosophy and

science immiscible, even hough hey are always in conac. Ohers, like Quine, believe ha

philosophical problems would be dissolved hrough a scienic perspecive or he inro-

ducion o scienic mehods. Do philosophical quesions have a disinc and legiimae

saus, and does i hereby make sense o culivae a specic philosophical mehod, even i

i never disregards he good ruis o science?

Ernest Sosa: 1. In my opinion, traditional foundationalism has misled analytic meth-

odology. Analyic philosophy depends essenially on “inuiions,” as when an inuiive

counter-example supposedly refutes a philosophical theory. But this leads many astray, to

the postulation of some special “eye of the mind” aided by some “light of reason.” But, in

such posulaion, we se ourselves up or a ghwe are unlikely o win agains our naural-

is criics. Where exacly is ha “eye” locaed?Wha is ha supposed organ and how does i

operate so as to enable us to “see” the foundational truths upon which we must then build

hrough oundaionalis srucures o reasoning? Thinkers canno live by meaphors alone.

This, in my view, has led o a spreading pessimism abou he armchair and o a view

o philosophy as a handmaiden or even jus as a collaboraor wihin one or anoher o he

natural or social sciences.

When we are led o posulae such myhical eyes and ligh, we are really speculaing

out of our element. Psychology is not in our intellectual remit as armchair philosophers.

2. Please allow me to clarify.

Far be it from me to suggest that we philosophers need to respect strict borders, re-

quiring demanding visas, or any inellecual move rom philosophy o any o he sciences

to which we might be intellectually drawn, with the thought that there are important rela-

tions between science and philosophy.

Raher, my hough is ha we need no deeper or more scienic concepion o he

inuiive han jus ha o knowledge ha we are conden enough we possess in he arm-

chair, without knowing how in psychological detail we manage to possess it.

In paricular, we should quesion any armchair oundaionalis accoun o his. When

I join GE Moore in scanning our commonsense knowledge o ourselves and he world

around us, I am sruck by our deep ignorance o how, specically, we manage o know so

much. The oundaionalis sory I nd increasingly unpersuasive. Surprisingly, hough, we

need no be cowed as we coninue our armchair reecions. There is an enormous amoun

ha we know “inuiively” in he armchair. And his does no mean ha we know i all

hrough oundaions provided by any myhical eye o he mind or ligh o reason.

Raher, all we need o mean when we appeal o “inuiions” and o “inuiive knowl-

edge” in he armchair, all we need as a basis or proper armchair heorizing is acs hawe

properly ake ourselves o know even in he absence o any deailed, convincing accoun o

how we know them.

As ar as I know, scienic psychology remains deeply unsure o how, in empirical-

ly accessible detail, we know so much about the world around us, about each other, and

especially abou our moher ongue. And i seems incredible ha we will be able o saisy

such general curiosiy jus by closing our eyes and hinking hard in our armchairs. Given

this, a more proper response is not to spin some story based on our powers of imagination.

More properly, I sugges, we mus suspend and awai urher noice rom scienic sudy
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2022 beyond the armchair. Yet that has no tendency to deny us the ability and the right to the-

orize, as we always have done, based on whaever i is ha we are sure enough we know,

even wihou knowing how, in scienic deail, we do know i. This migh well encompass

much common sense about the external world, about our minds and those of our fellows,

and even much abou he domains o normaiviy, such as he conen and srucure o he

reasons that guide us.

Moreover, equally ar be i rom me o criicize ellow philosophers who wish o join

in scienic eors o undersand how we know abou he world around us and abou

our own minds. Nor do I deny ha, hrough such scienic deepening, we can address

quesions o radiional philosophical ascinaion, including science-aided approaches o

radiional quesions omeaphysics, episemology, and praxis, individual and collecive.
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