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I claim that my multi-levels response to epistemological how-possible questions is better than a transcendental response. For example, suppose we ask how knowledge of the external world is possible because we suspect that there are insuperable epistemological obstacles to our ever being able to acquire such knowledge. A multi-levels response starts by identifying means of coming to know about the world around us. For example, where P is a proposition about the external world, it might start by pointing out that it is sometimes possible for us to know that P by seeing that P. This is a Level 1 response to the how-possible question, the level of means. Clearly, it isn’t enough just to assert that vision is a source of knowledge. It also needs to be shown that the supposed obstacles to our seeing and thereby knowing that P can be dissipated or overcome. This is the obstacle-removing level (Level 2). Finally we might ask what makes it possible to know that P by seeing that P. What we seek at this third level, the level of enabling conditions, are background necessary conditions for knowing by the proposed means. 
A transcendental approach goes directly for necessary conditions. One version tries to explain how knowledge of the world around us is possible by identifying necessary conditions for our having such knowledge. Another version tries to explain how knowledge of the external world is possible by showing that our knowing things about the world around us is itself a necessary condition for something else whose reality is not in question. Arguments of the first kind are regressive transcendental arguments. Arguments of the second kind are anti-sceptical transcendental arguments. My worry about the former is that identifying what is necessary for knowledge of kind K doesn’t explain how such knowledge is possible in the face of all those factors that make it look impossible. The worry about anti-sceptical transcendental arguments is that it is one thing to show that we must have knowledge of kind K and another thing to explain how knowledge of kind K is possible. A satisfactory explanation would need to show us what specifically is wrong with the arguments that made knowledge of the kind in question look impossible in the first place.
Stroud makes a number of points in response to this line of thinking. The two that I want to focus on here are these:

(a) The ‘discovery of certain necessary conditions of knowledge of a certain kind could serve to eliminate or at least to disarm an “obstacle” behind a how-possible question about that knowledge’ (p. 4).

(b) The multi-levels approach and a transcendental investigation of the necessary conditions of knowledge are ‘not as sharply opposed’ as I suggest (p. 5).
In defence of (a) Stroud argues that the ‘strongest transcendental response to an “obstacle” that appeared to imply that knowledge of a certain kind is impossible would show that the alleged “obstacle” could not possibly have such general sceptical consequences’ (p. 4). A response along these lines ‘would not simply remove the “obstacle” or dismantle it piecemeal; it would show that it simply could not represent the threat to knowledge it might have seemed’ (p. 4).

The transcendental response that Stroud appears to have in mind is an anti-sceptical transcendental response of the sort that Kant develops in his Refutation of Idealism. Faced with the question, ‘How is knowledge of the external world possible?’, Kant argues that we have self-knowledge or ‘inner experience’ and that we couldn’t have inner experience if we didn’t have ‘outer experience’ or perceptual knowledge of the world around us. Since outer experience is in this sense necessary there can’t be any genuine obstacles to our having it; as Stroud puts it, anyone who really has inner experience ‘would have to have, or be capable of having, perceptual knowledge of the world beyond’ (p. 5).

To get a sense of the limitations of this response suppose that it seems problematic how we could ever know about the world around us because (i) we cannot figure out how to eliminate the possibility that we are brains in vats or dreaming or hallucinating, and (ii) the idea that we must be able to eliminate such possibilities if we are to know anything about the world around us by means of the senses seems compelling. We needn’t conclude from this that outer experience is impossible. After all, there might be ways of dealing with (i) and (ii) that we just haven’t thought of. In addition, (i) and (ii) might lead us to ask how knowledge of the external word is possible even if we are convinced that it is possible. So what we should say instead when we are in this frame of mind is that even if knowledge of the external world is possible our problem is that we don’t understand how it is possible.

Against this background how much of a help is the kind of argument that Kant puts forward in the Refutation? The first thing to note is that I have not represented those who ask how we could know about the world around us as asserting that this kind of knowledge is impossible. Indeed, epistemological how possible questions are often asked by those who think that they actually have some knowledge of the kind in question. From this perspective the question is not whether we have outer experience but how. An argument that shows that we must have outer experience in order to have inner experience might show that we have outer experience but this wasn’t the issue. The problem is that (i) and (ii) might continue to look compelling for all that Kant says in the Refutation. That is why, if we want to figure out how knowledge of the external world is possible and not just have an assurance that it is possible, we need just the kind of piecemeal dismantling of obstacles to knowledge that we get at Level 2 of a multi-levels response. For example, it would be very much to the point if it can be shown that (ii) isn’t a genuine requirement or that it is a requirement that can be met. 
Stroud remarks that transcendental arguments don’t simply dismantle obstacles to knowledge piecemeal. They also show that such obstacles could not be genuine. I think that the problem with transcendental arguments is that precisely that they are not in the business dismantling obstacles piecemeal. This is not the level of detail or specificity at which they operate. Yet as long as we fail to engage with particular obstacles like (i) and (ii) grand assurances that they cannot be genuine are of limited value. Indeed, the more compelling one finds claims like (i) and (ii) the harder one should find it to accept that outer experience is necessary for inner experience. Reasons for thinking that outer experience is necessary are reasons for thinking that it is possible but the factors that make it look impossible also make it look as though it can’t be necessary. A multi-levels response fares better because it doesn’t claim that outer experience is necessary for inner experience. Instead, it makes it its business to show in detail how specific obstacles to outer experience can be overcome or dissipated. It thereby helps us to understand how outer experience is possible in a way that makes it different from, and superior to, Kant’s transcendental alternative.
Turning to the topic of a priori knowledge, Stroud points out that I take the question “How is a priori knowledge possible?” to be a question about something actual. He thinks that ‘more needs to be done to show that anyone has any such knowledge at all’ (p. 6) His doubts on this score are not generated by any specific obstacle but by the fact that ‘it is a very strong claim to say that we know certain things in which there is no dependence on any sense-experience in any part of anyone’s warrant or justification for believing them’ (p. 6). He goes on to attribute to me two reasons for thinking that there is a priori knowledge. The first is that ‘we can come to know things by reflection, reasoning, or calculation’ (p. 6). The second is that ‘all knowledge of necessities is a priori knowledge’ (p. 7). In reply, he argues that:

(c) Even if one knows that something is the case by reflecting, reasoning or calculating it does not follow that one’s knowledge meets the ‘very strong condition of being a priori’ (p. 6).

(d) The assumption that all knowledge of necessities is a priori depends on restrictive, atomistic theories of perception and knowledge that there are good reasons to reject.

Taking these points in reverse order, it is not my view all knowledge of necessities is a priori. In support of his reading Stroud quotes a passage in which I suggest that it is philosophical reasoning that tells us that spatial perception is a necessary condition for knowing that P by perceiving that P, and that our knowledge of this necessary condition is therefore a priori. The point here is not that it is a general truth that knowledge of necessary truths or necessary conditions for knowledge must be a priori. I am happy to grant that our knowledge of some necessities and some necessary conditions is a posteriori. Presumably there are causally necessary conditions for knowing that can only empirical investigation can uncover. My claim is that there are other necessary conditions that can’t be discovered in this way, including the background necessary conditions that are the focus of my multi-levels responses to how-possible questions.  For example, it is hard to see how it can be an empirical matter whether spatial perception or categorial thinking are necessary in order to know that P by perceiving that P. If these really are necessary conditions for the acquisition of the world around us – something that is far from obvious- it would seem that only some form of philosophical reflection can bring them to light. The resulting knowledge is a priori because it has its source in a non-empirical way of coming to know. 
This brings us to (c). Suppose that Stroud is right to insist that there is a very strong condition of being a priori that one’s knowledge does not meet just because it is grounded in reflection, reasoning or calculation. In that case, I would not be entitled to conclude from the fact that it is reflection that tells us that spatial perception is necessary for knowing that P by perceiving that P that our knowledge of this necessary condition must be a priori. For my knowledge of this condition to be a priori it would have to be the case that there is no dependence on sense-experience in any part of my justification or warrant for believing that spatial perception is necessary for knowing that P by perceiving that P. The worry, I take it, is that it is not obvious that this ‘no dependence’ requirement is satisfied. Similarly, Stroud suggests, it does not follow from the fact that I come to know that 12+4 =16 by doing a calculation that my justification for believing that 12+4=16 has no dependence on sense-experience. For in order to have the concept four I must have some knowledge of how things are in the world, and the relevant knowledge is presumably made available by sense-experience. More generally, given that knowledge of how things are in the world is ‘essential to full possession and understanding of the relevant concepts’ (p. 10), we should not assume that any of our knowledge is a priori. 
The usual reply to this kind of objection is to distinguish sharply between whether experience is required to justify the belief that some proposition P is true and whether it is required to understand P. The thought is that even if I need experience or some empirical knowledge of how things are in the world fully to grasp concepts of the natural numbers or colour concepts it doesn’t follow that there is any dependence on sense-experience in my warrant for believing that 12+4=16 or that nothing can be red all over and green all over at the same time. So P is justified a priori as long as ‘no appeal to experience is needed for the proposition to be justified once it is understood’ (BonJour 1998: 10). Perhaps, in that case, Stroud’s point is that the distinction between conditions on understanding P and conditions on justifiably believing P is not one that can ultimately bear much weight, and that once we agree that experience is needed for a full grasp of the concepts in P we are no longer entitled to regard our knowledge of P as ‘gained completely independently of any justificatory contribution by any sense-experience whatever’ (p. 9).

I try to sidestep such concerns by characterizing a priori knowledge not, in the first instance, as knowledge that is justificationally independent of experience but as knowledge that has its source in an a priori way of coming to know. On this ‘genetic’ account of a priori knowledge a priori ways of coming to know are non-experiential or non-empirical sources of knowledge. Reasoning, reflection and calculation are my examples of such sources. I go on to concede that it isn’t possible to give a sharp definition of the distinction between experiential and non-experiential ways of knowing but I argue that it is nevertheless a distinction of which we have an intuitive grasp and which we know how to apply in particular cases. 
Stroud raises a difficult question for this approach. There are many things about the world that we can know by reasoning, reflection or calculation but which we wouldn’t say we know a priori. For example, ‘we can find out by reflection, reasoning, and calculation in the study what would happen in the world if such-and-such were so, but that is presumably not something we know a priori’ (p. 9). To adapt an example from Kant, I can know by thinking about it that my house would fall down if I were to undermine its foundations but we don’t want to say that this is a piece of a priori knowledge. So either my knowledge of what would happen does not have a genuinely non-experiential source or having such a source is not sufficient for a piece of knowledge to be a priori. 

Kant remarks that we would say of a man who undermined the foundations of his house that ‘he might have known a priori that it would fall’. Yet this is not something the man could have known ‘completely a priori’ (B2) since he would first have had to have learned through experience that bodies are heavy and that they fall when their supports are withdrawn. Kant’s own interest is in knowledge that is ‘absolutely’ independent of all experience, but he concedes that even this kind of a priori knowledge can have an empirical dimension. For example, our knowledge that every alteration has a cause has an empirical dimension because alteration is a concept which must be derived from experience. The only knowledge in which there is ‘no admixture of anything empirical’ (B3) is ‘pure’ a priori knowledge, that is, knowledge of propositions containing no empirical concepts.
Kant’s discussion implies that there are degrees of a priority. This will also be true on my account. The key is to distinguish between different forms of understanding-based reflection. There is the kind of reflection that tells us what would happen in the world if such-and-such were so, the kind of reflection that tells us that nothing can be red all over and green all over at the same time, the kind of reflection that tells us that reflection can be a source of a priori knowledge, and so on. ‘Completely’ a priori knowledge is knowledge that has its source in specific kinds of reflection or reasoning. My knowledge that my house would fall if its foundations were undermined will not come out as a priori in this sense since it isn’t grounded in the right kind of reflection. 
One of the many challenges facing this account is explain the distinction between different kinds of reflection and to make it plausible that some of them amount to a priori ways of coming to know. If I only count as knowing that P in an a priori way if my grasp of P is independent of any knowledge of how the world works then Stroud would be right to be sceptical about the assumption that any of our knowledge is a priori. I am not sceptical about this assumption because I am happy to allow that I can know that P in an a priori way even though I need some empirical knowledge in order to understand P. The condition on a priori knowledge that Stroud identifies looks like a condition on pure a priori knowledge rather than on a priori knowledge per se. Since a priori knowledge needn’t be pure it is still plausible that we have some a priori knowledge.
References

BonJour, L. (1998), In Defense of Pure Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Cassam, Q. (2007), The Possibility of Knowledge (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

Kant, I. (1932), Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan).
PAGE  
9

