Knowledge and Scepticism
· We have considered the metaphysical question of the nature of the “external” world: is it physical, ideal, phenomenal?
· Now we will consider the epistemological question of whether or not we can know that there exists an external world that resembles the world that we perceive
· The metaphysical question of that the external world is like was generated by the veil of perception
· We do not have direct epistemic access to the external world, but only to ideas (sense-data)
· Is there a world of things that causes my ideas, and if so, what is it like?
· The epistemological question of whether or not we can know that there exists an external world is stimulated by sceptical considerations
· The sceptic maintains that we cannot know that there exists an external world that resembles the world that we perceive
· Why might we doubt that we can possess such knowledge?
· Scepticism about the external world often involves considering sceptical hypotheses that posit states of affairs that would make most or all of our beliefs about the external world false
· These hypotheses are engineered such that they are compatible with the empirical evidence we have for our beliefs about the external world
· The dreaming hypothesis
· The evil demon hypothesis
· The brain in a vat (BIV) hypothesis
· Waking experience of the external world is indistinguishable from the experience of dreaming, of being deceived by an evil demon, of being a stimulated brain in a vat
· If our empirical evidence cannot rule out these sceptical hypotheses, then we cannot have knowledge of the external world
· Every positive epistemic claim that we make about the external world – such as the claim that I know I have two hands – is undermined by the possibility that we are dreaming, the subject of a massive deception, a brain in a vat, etc.
· P1. If I know that I have hands, then I know that I am not a BIV
· P2. I do not know that I am not a BIV
· C. Therefore, I do not know that I have hands
· How might the non-sceptic attack this argument?
· The non-sceptic might regret P2: I do not know that I am not a BIV
· On what grounds?
· There are two central questions that must be answered when delineating human knowledge:
· What do we know?
· Which of our beliefs are justified and true?
· What are the criteria of knowing?
· What conditions must be met in order to know something
· An answer to one of these questions will constrain the answers that are available to the other question
· If the criteria of knowing are quite strict, then relatively few of our beliefs will be justified
· If we take ourselves to know a great deal of things, then the criteria for knowing must be fairly weak
· Those who begin by answering the second question are generalists – they seek first to specify a general criterion of knowledge
· Those who begin by answering the first question are particularists – they seek first to identify those particular things that we know
· In “Proof of an External World” and “A Defence of Common Sense”, G.E. Moore offers a particularist response to the sceptical argument
· Moore insists that among the things that he knows is the proposition that he has two hands
· What is his justification for this belief?
· He is able to hold up one hand and then the other, while taking note of them both
· “Here is one hand, and here is the other
· G.E. Moore has turned the sceptic’s argument on its head:
· P1. If I know that I have hands, then I know that I am not a BIV
· P2. I do know that I have hands
· C. Therefore, I know that I am not a BIV
· What might the sceptic say in response?
· Moore’s justification for his belief that he has hands is his experience of his own hands
· This experience is compatible with the sceptical hypotheses – perhaps it only seems to him as though he has two hands, when in fact he is a BIV with no hands at all!
· Because Moore cannot rule out such possibilities, he is not justified in believing that he has two hands
· But Moore is utterly confident in his belief that he has two hands – indeed he is more confident about the truth of his belief than he is about the possibility of being mistaken
· Any criterion that excludes such a belief from our knowledge – as the sceptic’s criterion does – is overly strict
· Is our common sense intuition that we know that we have two hands evidence enough to reject the sceptic’s argument?
· When answering philosophical questions, we must start somewhere – and the most natural starting place is our common sense intuitions
· These intuitions, however, are not incorrigible – they are a starting point for philosophical analysis, but they can certainly be overturned in the course of such an analysis
· So, while our intuition that we know that we have two hands gives us some reason to think that we do in fact know that we have two hands, this intuition does not constitute a sufficient reason for rejecting scepticism
· If this particularist attack on scepticism is ultimately to be successful, then we must be able to justify our common sense intuition by providing an account of how we are able to justify such mundane claims about the external world that the sceptic will find acceptable
· This task has not yet been successfully completed
· If I know I have hands, then I know I am not a BIV
· In order to determine that there is an external world, one must rule out every sceptical argument against it
· This is called “epistemic closure”
· By denying the principle of epistemic closure, we open up the possibility that I may not be able to rule out all possible sceptical scenarios, but nevertheless know that I have hands
· Cases in which the principle of epistemic closure fails?
· Charles has a reason to believe that the church is empty
· Of course, this implies that the building in question is a church
· Must Charles have a reason to believe that it is a church that is empty?
· His reason for believing that the church is empty is that he hasn’t found any one inside
· But this is not a good reason for thinking that it is a church that is empty
· Charles simply assumes that the building is a church, without giving the matter much thought
· Charles knows the coffee is boiling – he can see the liquid boiling
· Charles doesn’t know that it is coffee that is boiling, though he supposes that it is
· If the principle of epistemic closure holds, then in order to know P, one must be able to rule out all of the alternatives that we know to be logically incompatible with P
· Since we are unable to do this in the case of claims about the external world, the sceptic maintains that we cannot know anything about the external world, including whether or not it exists
· But, once again, we might think that the sceptic’s criteria for knowledge are overly strict
· By rejecting the principle of closure, we admit the possibility that one may know P without being able to rule out all of the alternatives that we know to be logically incompatible with P
· If you don’t need to rule out all of the known alternatives to P, which alternatives do you need to rule out?
· Only those that are relevant
· Suppose you go to a zoo and see a number of striped zebra-looking animals in a pen marked “zebras”
· Do you know you’re looking at zebras?
· Presumably so
· Do you know that you are not looking at cleverly painted mules?
· Presumably not
· Yet, you know that if you are looking at a bunch of cleverly painted mules, then you are not looking at a bunch of zebras
· So how is it that you know you’re looking at zebras?
· Because the possibility of the animals being cleverly disguised mules is not a relevant alternative – it’s not the kind of alternative that needs to be ruled out
· I believe that there is a maple tree outside the window on the basis of the fact that I see what looks like a maple tree when I look out the window
· In order to justify this belief, I may have to rule out the possibility that what I am seeing is some other type of tree (perhaps an oak or a beech that I have misidentified), but I do have to rule out the possibility that I am actually seeing a paper mache likeness of a maple tree
· Likewise, in order to justify my belief that I have two hands, I may have to rule out the possibility that what I am seeing are someone else’s hands, or prosthetic hands, but I do not have to rule out the possibility that I am a BIV
· Why not?
· Because the BIV hypothesis does not express a relevant alternative
· Problems with this view?
· On what grounds can we say that sceptical hypotheses express irrelevant alternatives?
· If the non-sceptic simply assumes as much, then his response ends up begging the question against scepticism
· Are there any principled reasons for thinking that the sceptical hypotheses do not express relevant alternatives?
Contextualism
· Which standard is being used (and therefore, which concept of know is being used) is determined by context (hence, contextualism)
· There are many other words whose meaning is context-sensitive: flat, bald, rich, sad, happy, etc.
· Given that the meaning of the word “know” is context-sensitive, we must disambiguate its meaning in the argument for scepticism
· If know I have hands, then I know that I am not a BIV
· I do not know that I am not a BIV
· Therefore, I do not know that I have hands
· In most ordinary contexts, the possibility of being wrong about one’s having hands is not salient, and therefore, one can properly attribute to one’s self the knowledge that they have hands
· If you ask someone at the bus stop if they know they have hands, they will either answer affirmatively or walk away
· However, in philosophical contexts, the possibility of being wrong about one’s having hands is salient, and therefore, one cannot properly attribute to one’s self the knowledge that they have hands
· Both Moore and the sceptic are correct, but they are using the word “know” in importantly different senses
· Sceptic:
· In philosophical contexts, you cannot be said to know that you are not a brain in a vat, and consequently, you cannot be said to know that you have hands
· Moore:
· In ordinary contexts, you can be said to know that you are  not a brain in a vat – again, ask someone at the bus stop – and consequently, you can be said to know that you have hands
· This explains why we feel compelled by both arguments
· Notice also that the principle of epistemic closure remains in tact
· Finally, we can see that this position concedes quite a bit to scepticism – that, philosophically speaking, we cannot know that there is an external world that resembles the world we perceive
· Consider again the two claims we are supposed to know
· I have hands
· I am not a BIV
· I certainly have evidence for the first one – the same evidence that Moore has
· What about the second one?
· No!
· All of my experiences are compatible with the BIV hypothesis, and therefore, I cannot be in possession of empirical evidence that I am not a BIV
· Do I have any a priori evidence that I am not a BIV, such that I can be said to know that I am not a BIV?
· It could be the kind of abductive argument that BonJour puts forward – the hypothesis that there exists an external world that causes my perceptions is the best explanation of the character of my experience
· But musn’t this sort of argument be put forward in a philosophical context, where the standard must be met to know something must be relatively high?
· And hasn’t the contextualist conceded that I cannot know that I am not a BIV?
· If so, then I cannot know (either in the higher sense or lower sense) that I am not a BIV
Externalism
· Asks questions such as: what caused you to believe you are in a classroom?
· My visual system
· And does my visual system reliably produce true beliefs?
· If so, then my belief is justified
· I do not need to know that something is reliable in order to trust it – it just has to be reliable
· If not – suppose I am dreaming or being deceived by an evil genius – then my belief is not justified
· I may not be aware of whether or not I am dreaming or subject to perpetual deception, but that doesn’t matter
· The factor responsible for the justification of my belief (justifier), namely the reliability of my visual system, is not accessible to me
· Internalism: whatever it is that justifies a belief must be internal to, or accessible to, the believer’s cognitive perspective
· Someone is justified in believing B just in case they have good evidence that B is true, or good reasons for believing that B is true
· The internalist is faced with the regress problem, but the externalist does not
· However, most people find externalism to be counter-intuitive
· What first caused Charles the Temperature Man’s belief?
· His temperature-gauging system
· Is his belief justified?
· Yes, because the process that caused the belief reliably fills true beliefs, and his temperature-gauging system is reliable, whether he knows it or not
· What will the internalist say?
· Is Charles’ belief justified?
· No, Charles needs reasons/evidence
· His belief is unjustified and he does not know that it is 71 degrees in the room
· Arguments against internalism
· The threat of scepticism
· It seems intuitively obvious that we have justified beliefs which constitute knowledge
· Yet, the internatlist seemingly cannot answer the sceptical challenge of the epistemic regress
· The externalist can dismiss the epistemic regress problem
· The problem of unsophisticated epistemic subjects
· Higher-order animals, young children, and the unsophisticated adults obviously seem to have knowledge, and yet it is equally obvious that they are incapable of providing evidence or reason for their beliefs
· Does my dog know he is going to be fed?
· He certainly seems to; he comes running to his bwol the second he hears his bag of food opened
· The externalist can easily account for my cat’s knowledge: his senses have caused him to believe that he is about to be fed, and since his sense reliably produce true beliefs, his belief is justified
· Reasons aren’t enough
· Someone can be in possession of good reasons for their belief, and yet fail to be justified in holding the belief
· Alfred justifiably beliefs p and that if p then q
· If the weather forecast is correct, then it will be sunny tomorrow
· Alfred is thus in possession of very good reasons to believe q (it will be sunny tomorrow), and indeed, he does believe q
· But suppose that he believes q not because of these reasons, but because of wishful thinking
· Surely Alfred is not justified in believing q, even though he is in possession of good reasons for thinking that it is true
· What does this tell us?
· In order to determine whether or not a belief is justified, one must determine its cause
· The causes of one’s beliefs will not always be internal to their cognitive perspective
· Do you know the cause(s) of every one of your beliefs?
· If there are factors (justifiers) that determine the justification of beliefs that are external to an agent’s cognitive perspective, then internalism is false
· The problem of forgotten evidence
· Oftentimes we form beliefs for good reasons, but as time goes by we forget those reasons and maintain the belief
· Do you remember the reasons you had for believing that whales have lungs?
· Suppose Sally reads in a reliable periodical that broccoli is good for her, but later forgets the article though she maintains her belief in the nutritional value of broccoli
· Is her belief justified?
· If not, then neither is your belief that whales have lungs
· According to externalists, you are justified in believing that whales have lungs and Sally is justified in believing that broccoli is good for her because both beliefs were (presumably) cause by reliable belief forming processes
· The internalist, however, must deny that there is justification in either case
· Arguments against reliabilism
· The nortmativity of justification
· Justification is a normative concept: you should maximize the number of your justified beliefs and minimize the number of your unjustified beliefs
· Anyone who fails to do so is being epistemically irresponsible
· No one should believe that the moon is made of blue cheese
· People can be praised or blamed for their beliefs
· You cannot praise or blame someone for what they unknowingly do
· You cannot blame (or praise) a child who unwittingly unplugs your computer – “she couldn’t have known any better”
· Similarly, you cannot praise or blame someone for their beliefs if the factors that determine their justification are unknown to them
· If it turns out that I am being perpetually deceived by an evil genius, you cannot blame me for believing what I do about the world – I couldn’t have known any better
· But according to the externalist, because my beliefs were caused by unreliable processes, they were not justified
· Either justification is not a normative concept, or externalism is false
· The problem of identical mental lives
· Beliefs can be justified without having been caused by a reliable belief forming process
· Imagine two Descartes: Descartes the Deceived (DD) and Descartes the Reliable (DR)
· DD and DR have the same mental lives – the same thoughts, beliefs, experiences, etc.
· The difference between them is an external one: DR lives in the same material world as you and I, while DD lives in a world controlled by an evil genius who makes it his business to continually deceive him about what he thinks he knows best
· In our world, perception is a reliable way of forming beliefs; in the evil genius’ world, it is not
· But we have a very strong intuition that the beliefs of DD are justified if the beliefs of DR are justified – we cannot rightfully blame DD for the beliefs that he holds if we’re not going to blame DR
· Since DR’s beliefs are justified, we are led to the conclusion that DD’s beliefs are justified despite the fact that they are not the result of reliable belief forming mechanisms
· We are led to this result because we think that only those factors that are internal to an agent’s cognitive perspective can determine the epistemic status of their beliefs
· The problem of untested methods
· Beliefs can be caused by a reliable belief-forming process and yet fail to be justified
· Being caused by a reliable process that is not a sufficient condition of justified beliefs
· What do the clairvoyance cases show us?
· In order for one or more belief(s) to be justified using a particular epistemic method, we must have some reason to think that the method in question tends to yield true beliefs, and no good reason(s) to think that it does not yield true beliefs
· It is epistemically irresponsible to hold a belief on the basis of a method that we have no reason to trust (or, even worse, reason to distrust)
· The generality problem
· The reliabilist maintains that a belief is justified if and only if it has been produced by a reliable belief forming process
· To determine whether or not a belief is justified, then, we must be in a position to identify and evaluate the general belief-forming process that produced the belief
· Can this be done?
· Consider my belief that there is a mug on the table before me
· What belief forming process produced this belief?
· Visual perception
· Ok, but what kind of visual perception?
· There are many kinds of visual perception, someone of which are more reliable than others
· The visual perception of someone who is nearsighted in not as reliable as the visual perception of someone with 20-20 vision
· Vision perception in the dark is not as reliable as visual perception in ideal light
· Not all belief-forming processes are equally reliable, so the epistemic status of my belief will depend on how we describe or classify the process that caused it
· [bookmark: _GoBack]If we cannot identify the general belief forming processes that produces our beliefs, then we cannot apply the reliabilist’s criterion of justification
