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Dissertation Abstract:

I begin by asking what distinguishes thought from mere extraction of information. I argue
that it is cognitive self-regulation. To be a thinking subject, it is not sufficient that information is
processed within one. One must take an active role in the processing itself. I identify two core
capacities necessary and jointly sufficient for cognitive self-regulation: causal inference and cognitive
self-monitoring. However, these capacities can take qualitatively different forms in different
creatures. Each form grounds distinct standards of epistemic evaluation. In species-typical humans,
cognitive self-monitoring takes the form of interiorized argumentation. That is, one’s causal models
are deployed to run offline simulations of arguments a potential interlocutor might make, and these
simulations are used to integrate the outputs of relatively isolated information-extraction processes.
Our cognitive agency consists in this capacity. It grounds the epistemic standards applicable to us
and it is what explains how reasons get their grip on us.

I argue in the first chapter that epistemic luck (and, by extension, knowledge) can only be
understood in terms of reasons and we can’t give a reductive account of them. Attempts to do so are
cither extensionally inadequate or they illicitly presuppose the epistemic vocabulary they are trying to
reduce.

There is much debate about what reasons (metaphysically) are. Some people think they are
facts, others think they are non-factive mental states. Both parties assume that reasons must really be
something else: something we can identify without reference to reasons or reasoning. I argue against
this. We don’t get a grip on reasons by identifying them with something else that we understand
without reference to reasoning itself. Rather, we understand the epistemic significance of other
things (e.g., facts and mental states) insofar as they bear on the propriety of reasoning. In the second
chapter of the dissertation, I argue that the arguments that have been put forward in support of rival
positions actually support the claim that reasons are just episodes of reasoning of, as Sellars would
say, “moves in the game of giving an asking for reasons”.

I then go on in the third chapter to give an account of how moves in the game of giving and
asking for reasons are assessed and how we internalize that form of assessment to epistemically
regulate ourselves. In this chapter I discuss the implementation of this ability and the way it builds
on similar capacities in non-human animals. In chapter 4 I discuss the relation between cognitive
self-regulation and knowledge. I also discuss the relation between the epistemic statuses we enjoy
and those of small children and non-human animals. Here I marry the traditions of defeasible
reasoning and virtue epistemology. I use the account that emerges to shed light on the epistemology
of inquiry. I argue that epistemology is primarily about the norms of inquiry and only derivatively
about knowledge, justification, etc.
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In chapter 5 I further develop the defeasible reasoning tradition to give an account of graded
knowledge. In doing so I bring two long-standing debates (i.e., about perceptual Gettier cases and
the possibility of knowledge inferred from false premises) to ecumenical resolutions. I end the
dissertation by discussing the relation between objective normative and subjective normative reasons
in Chapter 6. I argue that much of the resistance to the defeasible reasoning in recent years (as well
as the attraction of rival epistemological programs) is the result of a failure of proponents of
defeasible reasoning to adequately account for the relationship between subjective normative
reasons of the sort that bear on epistemic justification and objective normative reasons, which bear
on the Gettier problem. I argue that subjective normative reasons are reasons that are apparently
objective normative to one in the subject’s epistemic position. This helps shed light on why
knowledge is philosophically interesting and why it matters for creatures like us.



