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Abstract

Crispin Wright has proposed that one has entitlements to accept various propositions
that play a foundational role within one’s body of belief. An entitlement is a kind of
warrant, contrasting with justification as it is usually understood in not requiring its
possessor to have acquired evidence speaking in favor of the proposition in question.
The proposal allows Wright to concede much of the force of the most powerful
arguments for scepticism, while avoiding the truly sceptical conclusion that one is not in
a position to rationally claim warrant for most of one’s beliefs. In my paper | argue that
Wright has underestimated a problem for his proposal, which I’ll call the alchemy
problem. ‘Epistemic alchemy’ is Martin Davies term for the conversion of ‘mere
entitlement’ to accept a proposition into justification to believe it, and the problem for
Wright is that his picture seems to allow alchemical conversion to take place. Wright
considers a version of this problem, but the version he confronts invokes a closure
principle for justification, and his response is to deny that principle. Against this
response to the problem, | argue that we can generate alchemical results for Wright
without a closure principle for justification. Avoiding these results requires Wright to
make some very implausible claims about when evidence confirms a proposition across
a known entailment. In light of this objection to Wright’s own response to the problem,
| explore an alternative response to the alchemy problem according to which epistemic
alchemy, properly understood, is not objectionable after all. The idea here is that if we
conceive of entitlement as a species of justification that does not require its possessor to
have acquired evidence, then the ‘alchemical’ inferences take us from one kind of
justification to another: from epistemic gold to epistemic gold. So understood, Wright’s
picture avoids not only the alchemy problem, but also Stewart Cohen’s much-discussed
‘problem of easy knowledge’. These are welcome results, but I close by highlighting a
worry for this way of thinking of Wright’s notion of entitlement, namely that the
proposed modification might significantly lessen the anti-sceptical punch of Wright’s
picture, since it leaves it quite unclear how to rescue the claim that we have justification
for the cornerstones in the face of the sceptical challenges. I conclude that avoiding the
alchemy problem may force Wright to precisely the sort of reengagement with the
sceptic that he sought to convince us was unnecessary.



