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Abstract: This is a commentary on Jonathan Stoltz’s paper “Inferential Knowl-
edge and What that Determines” for a volume called Learning from Buddhist
Logic edited by Koji Tanaka.

Jonathon Stoltz’s “Inferential Knowledge and What that Determines” dis-
cusses the idea that knowledge is (at least sometimes) intrinsically determined.
In this note, I discuss how that idea relates to contemporary work on the nature
of intrinsicness, the nature of knowledge, and the nature of essences.

Jonathan Stoltz’s paper is really insightful; I learned a lot from it and I basically
agree with the conclusion. In this note I wanted to make some observations about

how these debates connect to some contemporary literature. In particular, I want to
use the older debates that Stoltz talks about as a way into resolving some unclarity in a
few related contemporary debates.

1 Intrinsic Determination

I want to start from sort of the opposite end of the question about intrinsic determi-
nation to Stoltz. Let’s think about how intrinsic determination could possibly fail to
obtain. We’re told that what it is for intrinsic determination to hold is (INT*) is true.
(INT*) K(p) can produce D(K(p) is a cognition in which p is true).
Here’s a very quick argument for (INT*). Since K is factive, the fact that K(p) deter-
mines that p. And since K(p) has p as its content, what factivity means in this case is
that p is true. So K(p) determines, i.e., produces a determination, that p is true, and
hence that K(p) is a cognition in which p is true.

Now something must be wrong with that ‘quick argument’. Too many careful
philosophers reject the thesis of universal intrinsic determination for it to be that sim-
ple to argue for it. And the obvious thing that’s wrong with it is that it leaves out any
role for intrinsicness. We don’t want to just ask whether K(p) can produce this determi-
nation, but whether it can produce the determination in virtue of its intrinsic features.

Let’s give a name to the state K(p) which doesn’t quite so strongly presuppose that
it has certain features. Let’s call it ‘Fred’. Then we can reformulate the ‘very quick
argument’ as follows.
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Master Argument for Intrinsic Determination

1. Fred is intrinsically some kind of knowledge state.
2. Fred is intrinsically a state with content p.
3. By 1, it is intrinsic to Fred that it’s content is true.
4. By 2 and 3, it is intrinsic to Fred that p.
5. By 4 and (INT*), intrinsic determination holds for Fred.

Since (INT*) is a definition, the real issues are about 1 and 2. What I want to do for
the rest of this note is go through how different views about the nature of intrisnicness,
and different views about knowledge and essence, can motivate the various different
views that Stoltz finds in the historical literature.

2 Intrinsicness

The modern literature on intrinsicness is very confusing, because there are three differ-
ent questions being discussed.

The first question concerns what kind of thing intrinsicness is. In Marshall and
Weatherson (2023, sec. 2), there are four broad kinds identified. For simplicity, I’ll just
focus on the last two: intrinsicness is a matter of a feature being internal, and intrin-
sicness is a matter of a feature being shared by all duplicates. These two most notably
come apart with respect to identity properties, like being Fred. That’s plausibly an in-
ternal property, and so intrinsic in that sense, but it’s not shared by duplicates. Fred
could have an identical twin who is not numerically identical with them.

The second question is how to implement each of the various kinds. Even once
one has settled on particular kind of thing intrinsicness might be, there are a lot of
questions of detail to fill in. My contributions to this literature (Weatherson 2001,
2006) presupposed that the relevant kind is being shared by duplicates, and spent some
time working out precisely what it might be for a property to be shared by all duplicates.
At the time I thought this was the right way to think about intrinsicness, but I really
didn’t argue for that; I was mostly just working out details.

Then the third question is what kind of dispute the first question really is. Is there
one true notion of intrinsicness, and the proponents of the different kinds of theory
are debating what it is? Or are there different notions, and the real question is which of
them is most useful, or perhaps which is most useful for different purposes? I used to
hold the ‘one true notion’ view, but I’ve come around to thinking the more pragmatic
approach is the right one. Different kinds of intrinsicness play different philosophical
roles, and we need multiple notions around here. Indeed, we’ll see roles for the different
kinds just in this note.
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3 Knowledge as Extrinsic

If we do understand intrinsicness as being shared by duplicates, then we quickly get
to Śaṅkaranandana’s view that all knowledge is extrinsic. Any knower has a duplicate
in what Williams (2016) calls a ‘bubble world’; a world that is a duplicate of the actual
world immediately around the knower, but where things go strange outside the bubble.
Since the knower is duplicated, presumably the knowledge, i.e., Fred, is also duplicated.
But since p is false, it follows that either 1 or 2 must be false. Either Fred’s counterpart
has different content, falsifying 2, or Fred’s counterpart is not factive, falsifying 1.

One might worry that’s a little quick. That argument shows that all knowledge of
the external world is extrinsic, but it doesn’t show that knowledge of the internal world
is extrinsic. If p is the result of performing the cogito inference, then wouldn’t it still be
a piece of knowledge when Fred’s host’s counterpart performs it?

To get around this problem, we’ll draw on what Sider (2001) says about ‘maximal’
properties. He notes that most properties of ordinary macroscopic objects, like know-
ers, are maximal. That is, part of what it is to have that property is that one is not part
of a larger thing that also has it. For example, I’m a thinker, but the mereological dif-
ference between me and one of my hairs is not. I’m thinking about epistemology, and
I know a bit about it, and that mereological difference does not. But the mereological
difference has duplicates who are maximal; intuitively they are worlds just like this one
except that hair was plucked out. So the property of knowing stuff about epistemology
isn’t shared by duplicates. Similarly if both I and my counterpart with one fewer hair
perform the cogito, we both end up with knowledge. But my counterpart’s duplicate
in this world, i.e., the mereological difference between me and that hair, does not get
knowledge that way. So even the knowledge one gets from the cogito is not intrinsic.

This shows that if we understand intrinsicness as being shared by duplicates, then
Śaṅkaranandana is right and all knowledge is extrinsic. But that’s not the most helpful
way to think about knowledge and intrinsic determination. The same kind of argu-
ment shows that if we understand intrinsic values to be values that all duplicates share,
then virtually nothing has intrinsic value. That doesn’t seem like a particularly useful
way of thinking.1 A better approach is to say that some other notion of intrinsicness is
relevant to intrinsic value, and, relatedly, to intrinsic determination of knowledge.

1There is a tension here in the approach to intrinsic value in Moore (1903). The ‘isolation test’ for intrin-
sic value that Moore uses only really makes sense on the shared by duplicates approach to intriniscness.
But that’s not a helpful way to think about intrinsic value. For much more on this, see Zimmerman
and Bradley (2019, sec. 2).
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4 Knowledge as Intrinsic

To get the view that all knowledge is intrinsically determined, the simplest way is to
adopt these three premises.

• Intrinsicness is a matter of interiority, and that implies that all essential proper-
ties of a thing are intrinsic to it.

• As Williamson (2000) argues, knowledge is a mental state. What I take him to
mean by that is that knowledge states are essentially pieces of knowledge. It is
part of their identity that they are pieces of knowledge.

• The content of a mental state is essential to it.
Given the first and second premise, we can infer that it is intrinsic to Fred that it’s a
piece of knowledge. Given the first and third, we can infer that it is intrinsic to Fred
that it has p as its content. And then as in the Master Argument, we can infer that it is
intrinsic to Fred that p. Indeed, we can infer that it is intrinsic to Fred that it meets all
the pre-requisites for being knowledge that p.

The first and third premises here are, by philosophy standards, not that controversial.
The second is much more controversial.

Before Williamson, the completely standard view was that beliefs were mental states,
and to say that a belief amounted to knowledge was basically to positively evaluate it
in a certain way. But being knowledge was no more part of the essence of the belief
than being good was part of the essence of someone who was, as it turns out, mostly
good. Williamson argued, convincingly to many, that this was the wrong way to look
at things. He argued that we should reconceptualise knowledge in much the same way
that we had, over the preceding decades, reconceptualised vision. There was an old
view that states of visual awareness, seeings, were essentially states of visual appearance,
and accidentally states where the appearances matched reality for the right reasons.2
The better view was to say that seeings are a particular kind of mental state, and hal-
lucinations and the like are not worse versions of the same state, but different states
altogether. Similarly, knowledge states are not just better versions of belief states, they
are different states.

My sense is that this view fits better with Buddhist and other South Asian traditions
than the more traditional analytic view that knowledge states were essentially beliefs
and accidentally knowledge. So I’ll simply assume it in what follows. Then given the
other two assumptions, which as I said are also widely accepted in recent analytic phi-
losophy, we get that all knowledge is intrinsically determined.

2See Lewis (1980) for some of the complications involved in trying to say more precisely what those
accidental features are.



Intrinsic Knowledge 5

So far I’ve shown how to get a view where knowledge is always extrinsically deter-
mined, and a view where it is always intrinsically determined. There is an important
remaining question. What kind of view could get the view that knowledge is (a) of-
ten intrinsically determined, (b) always intrinsically determined when it is inferential
knowledge, but (c) sometimes extrinsically determined? To get this we need to ques-
tion the third assumption above, that cognitive states have their contents essentially.

5 The Genetic Conception

Let’s think a bit about the relationship between the genetic conception of knowledge
and what I was calling the third premise: content essentialism. As I said earlier, that
premise is very widely accepted in recent analytic philosophy. One of the only dis-
cussions I know that rejects it is Marian David’s paper “Content Essentialism” (David
2002), which is also where I took the name for the premise.

In “Luminous Margins” (Weatherson 2004) I used David’s idea in a way that’s rele-
vant to some issues raised in Stoltz’s discussion. In particular, I wanted to make sense
of the idea that a correct mathematical guess could easily have been mistaken. For exam-
ple, if someone guesses that 193 plus 245 is 438, they don’t thereby know that 193 plus
245 is 438, and they don’t know it because that belief could easily have been wrong.
But how could that be? If the belief has its content essentially, and mathematical facts
don’t change, then that belief is true in all nearby worlds. What I suggested, following
David, was that the belief could easily have had a different content, and that different
content could have been false.

In retrospect, it would have been useful to articulate the genetic conception of cog-
nition to back up this thought. What’s essential to the guess that 193 plus 245 is 438 is
that it’s a guess. That’s how it came about, and on the genetic conception that’s what
is essential to it. That very guess could easily have been the guess that 193 plus 245 is
448. Because of that it could easily have been false. I was interested in how this related
to ideas of safety, but let’s set that aside for now and focus on the idea of essence.

There is one quick way to argue against content essentialism that doesn’t go through,
but which fails in an interesting way. Given content externalism, the content of a cog-
nitive state is not intrinsic to it. Given that essential properties are intrinsic, it follows
that the content is not essential, as required. This argument fails because it turns on an
equivocation on ‘intrinsic’. Content externalism says that the content of a cognitive
state is not shared with its duplicates. It says that content is not intrinsic on the under-
standing of intrinsicness as being shared by duplicates. That notion of intrinsicness is
useful, especially for characterising theses like content externalism, but it isn’t the one
we’re primarily working with here. On the understanding of intrinsicness as something
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more like internality, content might be essential even if it isn’t shared by duplicates, just
like identity can be essential without being shared by duplicates.

The genetic conception of cognition might remind the reader of the thesis, associ-
ated with Kripke ([1972] 1980), of origin essentialism. Origin essentialism is the thesis
that things in general have their origins essentially. But there are two important distinc-
tions between the genetic conception and origin essentialism that are a bit important.

Origin essentialism is a very general thesis about the essences of things in general.
The genetic conception is just about cognitive states.

And in the literature following Kripke, origin essentialism is rarely distinguished
from a nearby thesis: the necessity of origins. The necessity of origins thesis is that
necessarily, if a thing exists, it has the origins it actually has. It isn’t unusual to see that
thesis simply equated with origin essentialism.3 Intuitively, origin essentialism and the
necessity of origins could be distinct.

It isn’t true in general that a thing has a property essentially iff it necessarily has the
propertty. For instance, this coffee cup is necessarily such that 193 plus 245 is 438,
but I don’t think that’s part of the essence of the coffee cup. Following Fine (1994),
we might think that Socrates is necessarily a member of the singleton set containing
Socrates, but he isn’t essentially a member of that set. (Conversely, the singleton does
essentially have Socrates as a member.) I think the criticisms that Fraser MacBride and
Frederique Janssen-Lauret (2022) make of the assumptions about the metaphysics of
sets behind that example are fairly convincing. Still, there are enough cases where es-
sential properties and necessary properties come intuitively apart that we should keep
the two theses, origin essentialism and the necessity of origins, separate.

That last sentence probably won’t be too controversial in very recent philosophy.
Fine’s argument convinced a lot of philosophers to distinguish modal claims and essen-
tial claims. But the history of how it did so was surprising. Fine’s paper had relatively
little uptake when it first came out. Google Scholar only reports 24 citations to it be-
fore 1999. But especially after 2010, it became standard to distinguish modal claims
from claims about essence.4

This is all by way of saying that when I was discussing content essentialism back in
2004, I wasn’t distinguishing it from the claim any cognitive state is necessarily such
that if it exists, it has the content it actually has. Now it is plausible that the essential-

3The clearest version I’ve found of that is in the opening of Graham Forbes’s “Origins and Identities”
(2002), where he starts with a definition of origin essentialism, and the definition is a statement, in
quantified modal logic, of the necessity of origins thesis.

4I think there is an identifiable modal era in analytic philosophy, running from roughly 1970 to 2010.
The equation of various claims with claims in the language of modal logic or conditional logic is a
key part of that era. But this volume isn’t the place to go into differences between contemporary
philosophy and (very) early 21st century philosophy.
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ist thesis entails the necessity thesis. More generally, it is plausible that any essential
properties of a thing are properties the thing has necessarily (if it exists). The intuitive
counterexamples are all counterexamples to the converse of that claim, that if a thing
has a property necessarily it has it essentially. All that we need to argue against content
essentialism though is that essential properties are necessary properties. From that, plus
the thought that a particular guess could have had a different content while being the
very same guess, it follows that the content is not essential to the guess. And perhaps
what goes for guesses also goes for other cognitive states. With that in mind, let’s return
to the three theses about intrinsic determination we were trying to validate.

6 Inferences and The Genetic Conception

First, I’ll argue that even if we say content essentialism is not true in general, and if we
say that not all necessary properties are essential properties, there is still an argument
that pieces of inferential knowledge are intrinsically determined to be knowledge. The
argument makes these three assumptions:

1. Any essential property is an intrinsic property.
2. Any knowledge state is essentially a knowledge state.
3. Any cognitive state, including any knowledge state, has its genesis essentially.

Now consider any case where someone knows some propositions, and they properly
infer some further proposition p from them. Call the resulting attitude towards p Fred.
Since Fred is the result of making a proper inference from some pieces of knowledge,
Fred is itself a knowledge state.

By 2, the prior propositions Fred is inferred from are essentially bits of knowledge.
By 3, it is essential to Fred that it was inferred from these particular prior states. Putting
these together, it seems to follow that it is essential to Fred that it was inferred from
knowledge.

Now we have to be a bit careful here. If we aren’t equating essential properties with
necessary properties, we can’t simply conclude that essential properties are closed under
entailment. Still, the move here doesn’t look too controversial. All I’ve done is say that
it isn’t just the numerical identity of the origins of a state that are essential to the state,
but also the essential features of those origins. That seems like a plausible move even if
essences are not in general closed under entailment.

Is it also part of the essence of Fred that the inference was proper? That isn’t quite
as obvious to me. But we probably don’t need it. All that we need is that the essence
of Fred determines that the inference was proper. Remember, the conclusion we’re
aiming for is not quite that it is intrinsic to Fred that it is a piece of knowledge; it is that
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Fred’s intrinsic character determines that it is knowledge. If intrinsic character (here
taken to be essence) is not closed under entailment, that is a slightly weaker claim, and
it is all that we are going for.

Given the identity of the states Fred was inferred from, including their status as
knowledge, and the fact that Fred was inferred (directly) from them, it seems like it
should follow that the inference was proper. Again, without assuming essences are
closed under entailment this won’t mean this propriety is part of Fred’s essence. But
here we’re just trying to prove that Fred’s essence determines that Fred is a knowledge
state. That is true as long as the essences of Fred and it’s predecessors determine that
the inference to Fred is proper. That will be true as long as propriety is non-contingent,
which it plausibly is.

So putting all this together, we get that it is essential to Fred that it is knowledge, and
indeed knowledge that p. After all, it couldn’t be knowledge of something else while
being the kind of inference it was from the premises it was from. By 1, it is intrinsic
to Fred that it is knowledge that p. From that it follows that p is true, and indeed that
Fred meets all of the pre-requisites for knowledge. So inferential knowledge will be
intrinsically determined on this picture, as required.

7 Perceptions and The Genetic Conception

That shows that on the picture I’ve just sketched, inferential knowledge will be intrin-
sically determined to be knowledge. But we wanted something stronger. We wanted
this to fall out of a picture where some knowledge is extrinsically determined. How can
we get that?

The key move is going to be rejecting content essentialism. in the circumstances
where knowledge is extrinsically determined, it’s plausible that the content of a cogni-
tive state is not essential to it.

Start with a case that’s relatively simple. A person sees a rope in terrible light. They
form the true belief that it is a rope, not a snake. But the light is terrible. That very
method of belief formation could easily have led to the belief that there was a snake.
So on the genetic conception of cognition, that very cognition could have been the
cognition that there was a snake. That is to say, this is plausibly a case where content
essentialism fails. What’s essential to the cognition is that it is based on visual appear-
ances in terrible light. Those appearances are both temporally and modally unstable.
Even when they are right, it isn’t part of their essence that they are right.

This is plausibly a case where content essentialism fails, but it is not yet a case where
knowledge is extrinsically determined. After all, in this kind of terrible light, even true
cognitions about the world around one are lucky guesses, and hence not knowledge.
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What we need, and here I’m drawing on Williamson (2013), are cases that are better
than lucky guesses, but only just better than lucky guesses.

Change the case so that the light is poor, but not terrible. Now it is plausible that the
viewer does know that there is a rope, rather than a snake. Even in poor light we know
something about our surroundings. But is this perceptual knowledge intrinsically de-
termined to be knowledge? In poor light, people do make mistakes. A state with the
very same genesis, i.e., perception in poor light, could have been a misperception of the
rope as a snake. If that’s right, the essence of the state will not determine that it is a
knowledge providing veridical perception of a rope.

What’s crucial here is that the KK thesis fails for perceptual knowledge in poor but
not terrible conditions for perception. This is the case that Stoltz sets aside at the start
of §4, though from what he says about inferential knowledge, I don’t think that there’s
anything that I’m particularly disagreeing with. In any case where KK fails for percep-
tion, it seems to me that the genetic conception of cognition will imply that intrinsic de-
termination also fails. The perceptual state is not essentially a perception that p, which
it needs to be for the argument for intrinsic determination to go through.

8 Conclusion

Thinking about intrinsic determination helps shed light on several areas of contempo-
rary philosophy that could use some extra clarity. To understand whether, and when,
knowledge is intrinsically determined, we need to at least do the following. First, we
have to distinguish intrinsicness as sharing by duplicates from intrinsicness as internal-
ity. Second, we have to think through the implications of the genetic conception of
cognition, and how that is somewhat, but not exactly, like origin essentialism. Third,
we need to distinguish essential properties from necessary properties. And fourth, we
need to work through how perceptual knowledge works in situations that are far from
perfect perceptual situations, but still good enough for getting knowledge.

When we do all these things, we can see that all of the positions adopted in the Bud-
dhist tradition can be grounded in combinations of views that are adopted in various
places today. More importantly, by doing this, we get a better understanding of what
really separates the different contemporary views.
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