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ABSTRACT
MEANINGS, MANNERS, AND SCEPTICISM
By

Sarah Black Jones

In Meanings, Manners, and Scepticism, I argue that the ordinary language philosopher,
the relevant alternativist, and the contextualist fail to refute the sceptic. I argue that they
fail to refute the sceptic because their arguments critically rest on a number of both
dogmatic and erroneous assumptions. In particular they rest on the dogmatic and
erroneous assumptions that common sense is threatened by skepticism, that ordinary
linguistic behaviour is of epistemic significance, and that the sceptic’s departure from the
linguistic norm suffices to prove his sceptical alternatives irrelevant to the truth of
ordinary claims to know. I argue that the first assumption is mistaken because it wrongly
assumes that common sense consists not only of first-order beliefs about the world, but
also second-order knowledge beliefs about those beliefs. I z;rgue that the second
assumption is mistaken because it conflates two logically distinct sets of standards: the
standards of appropriate and the standards of true assertion. Finally, I argue that the third
assumption is mistaken because it rests on a confusion of the kind of standard operative
in ordinary knowledge-discourse with the kind of standard the sceptic appeals to when he
reasons that we can never know. I conclude that appealing to ordinary linguistic
behaviour and habits cannot suffice to prove the sceptic’s hypothesis irrelevant to the

truth of our knowledge claims, though insofar as common sense does not include second-



Sarah Black Jones
order knowledge beliefs the truth of even the most radical skepticism cannot threaten our

ordinary claims to know.
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CHAPTERI:
Introduction

In his Qutlines of Pyrrhonism, Sextus Empiricus wrote: “Scepticism is an ability, or
mental attitude, which opposes appearances to judgments in any way whatsoever . . . . ™
The goal of this sceptical attitude was initially to reach a state of quietude; a state initially
thought to be achieved by discovering the truth. But upon subjecting every belief to
criticism, the Pyrrhonian discovered that he arrived not at certainty and quietude, but
rather, at uncertainty and disquietude.> This uncertainty was a consequence of what the
Pyrrhonian inquiries did uncover: not truth, but a number of competing possible truths.
For every belief that P, that is, they found alternative beliefs that — P.> Moreover, for each
of those alternative beliefs that — P, they discovered reasons and evidence. The reasons

and evidence for — P, they asserted, were “equipollent” to those asserted for P. These

reasons, that is, were equal with respect to their probability.

! Sextus Empiricus, Outlines Of Pyrrhonism, trans. R.G. Bury, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1933), 7.

2 What they also found was that they arrived at a state of quietude, not through knowledge of the truth,
however, but through the recognition that the search for knowledge of the true nature of reality is futile,
and can end only in frustration and disquietude. Thus did they replace this search for knowledge with the
suspension of judgment about all matters “not evident.”

3 One here, I think, begins to see the origins of not only the relevant alternativist’s position, but equally, of
each sceptical and anti-sceptical effort to deal with the relevance of alternatives to one’s belief that P.
Indeed, as we shall see in chapters II, III, and IV of this work, the question of the relevance of such
alternatives is at the heart of much of the twentieth century attempt to answer the sceptic.
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The Pyrrhonian sceptic’s recognition of this state of evidentiary “equipollence” led the
Pyrrhonian to “suspend judgment” about P altogether:

The phrase “I suspend judgment” we adopt in place of “I am unable to say which
of the objects presented I ought to believe and which I ought to disbelieve,”
Indicating that the objects appear equal to us as regards credibility and
incredibility.®

They argued, therefore, that to assent either to P or to — P would be wholly dogmatic,

given P’s non-evident nature. Such assent is dogmatic, the Pyrrhonian argued, because

there is no criterion sufficiently justified by which we may separate the true from the false;®

no criterion, that is, according to which we can know with certainty which of our beliefs
are true. Why is there no criterion sufficient for distinguishing the true from the false?
The Pyrrhonian summed it up this way:

In order to decide the dispute which has arisen about the criterion, we
must possess an accepted criterion by which we shall be able to judge
the dispute; and in order to possess an accepted criterion, the dispute
about the criterion must first be decided. And when the argument
reduces itself to this form of circular reasoning, the discovery of the
criterion becomes impracticable, since we do not allow them [our
opponent] to adopt a criterion by assumption, while if they offer to
judge the criterion by a criterion, we are forced to a regress ad
infinitum.’

* Outlines, 111.
S Qutlines, 115.

¢ The importance of this ancient skeptical argument is evidenced throughout the history of
philosophy. Indeed, it was just such an objection which Gassendi offered against Cartesianism in the
17" century and which Descartes regarded as the “objection of objections.” CF both “The Fifth Set of
Objections,” in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. Elizabeth Haldane and G.T. Ross,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955), and Richard Popkin, “The High Road to
Pyrrhonism,” American Philosophical Quarterly 2, (January 1965): 1-15.

7 Outlines, 165.



Both the spirit of this sceptical attitude, as well as the consequences which follow from its
application, have haunted knowledge claims ever since. Indeed, it is precisely the question
of such a criterion which is at the heart both of Descartes’ Meditations as well as the
criticisms leveled against it.* Wherever there is uncritical assumption, there is also an
arsenal of alternatives, and the question of the criterion of the criterion. This plethora of
alternatives to P, together with the vexing problem of the criterion, is sufficient to expose
the dogmatic nature of any claim to certainty.”'® So unrivaled, in fact, is its power both to
disrupt and to throw into chaos all varieties of dogmatic thought, that after its long
absence during the medieval period, and upon its rediscovery (as well, of course, as the
translation of it into Latin and French) at the dawning of the renaissance, the Qutlines of
Pyrrhonism (a work which catalogues all of the means of arriving at alternatives, as well
as the insoluble problems for distinguishing amongst them) gave rise to a crisis for all
presumed knowledge; a crisis for dogmatic thought unrivaled in all of history."!

Upon the Outlines’ rediscovery, there ensued an unparalleled struggle between reason

® See especially, Meditations 1 and 1, Trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane, and G.R.T. Ross (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press , 1911).

® Indeed, the mere possibility of such equipollent alternatives, combined, of course, with the absence
of any defensible criterion, has constituted the chief agnoilogical weapon of the sceptic from the
Pyrrhonians through Hume.

1° 1t is interesting to note, that in spite of the now ancient origins of the regress argument (regarding
the criterion), it was precisely to deal with this problem (as inherited by Descartes) that contemporary
theories of knowledge such as coherentism, and contextualism were developed. And, as we shall see,
throughout the contemporary period it is dispute over the criterion which provides at least a major
part of the impetus for the development of relevant alternativism, whose central concern is just the
delineation of the relevant from the non-relevant alternatives to knowing.

' For a very thorough presentation of the Pyrrhonian impact in the Modern period, see Richard
Popkin’s “The High Road to Pyrrhonism,” and “Scepticism and Anti-scepticism,” in Popkin, The
High Road to Pyrrhonism, Ed. Richard A. Watson and James E. Force, Indianapolis: Hacket
Publishing Company, 1980).



and belief. This struggle is everywhere evident: from the attack of the French intellectuals
such as Pierre Gassendi, Simon Foucher, and Samuel Sorbiere, on the “new Dogmatism”
of Descartes, to the complete unraveling of “the warp and woof of man’s intellectual
world”'? effected by Pierre Bayle’s sceptical Dictionary. * That struggle’s centuries long
exposition and disputation put an end (at least for the French and Germans) to the former
satisfaction achieved by resting the veracity of either one’s religious or one’s scientific
knowledge in the lap of speculative reason.' Indeed for the first time in nearly a
millennium, dogmatic belief was the subject of relentless and philosophical scrutiny; a
Pyrrhonian scrutiny, the effect of which shook the foundations of western culture to a
degree from which it has not recovered.

What made possible the seismic impact of these ancient arguments? What made
possible the resulting destruction of man’s faith in reason? The modern response to the
arguments of the sceptic was by and large to concede that the sceptic established beyond
any doubt the lack of any foundation in reason for both religious and scientific knowledge
claims. It was widely acknowledged that by proving that choosing one alternative
description of reality’s nature rather than another has no rational basis, (owing to the lack

of any justified criterion) the sceptic established the impossibility of knowledge."®

12 popkin, “The High Road to Pyrrhonism,” 25.

13 Perhaps the most significant of which was the impact of Hume's Pyrrhonism on the rest of the history
of philosophy through its influence on Kant.

14 Again, Popkin identifies the insipid reaction of the British — especially amongst the common sense
philosophers. See, for example, his “Scepticism and Anti-scepticism in the Latter Part of the Eighteenth
Century,” in Popkin, The High Road to Pyrrhonism.

1 Such reasoning is echoed throughout the history of scepticism.
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Furthermore, she presented what seemed an irrefutable case for the lack of any criterion
sufficiently justified to determine what is the case and to distinguish it from what is not.
What reason’s application to belief revealed, then, was not truth, but a plethora of
uncertainty. Reason, that is, had established the utter indefensibility of

Judging reality to be one way rather than another.

As a consequence, the dogma of a millennium was either (though atypically) rejected in
total or was said to rest (necessarily) on faith. The sceptic’s ruthless and Pyrrhonian
criticism of the claims to knowledge of belief’s content resulted, therefore, not only, in the
overt recognition of reason’s inability to defend belief, but also in a proliferation of the
defense of convention. Notable, however, was the absence of convention’s defense by
reason. Equally notable was the concomitant proliferation of claims that only faith could
save belief. Throughout this neo-Pyrrhonian period the primary response to scepticism
was to separate what could be known through reason, from what could be known only
through faith. This is evident, of course, in Pascal, Montaigne, and the other great French
intellectuals of the time. Furthermore, though this strategy of defending the norm (the
common beliefs of the time) preserved to a certain extent much of what was dogmatically
assumed, it did so without any pretense to a rational foundation.'® The Modern defense of
belief acknowledged the agnoilogical power of the sceptical arguments, and the

consequent futility of giving a reasoned defense of belief. Faith, after all, not reason,

16 Here, of course, I am excepting Descartes’ fantastic dogmatism, as well as that of other Modern
rationalists.



could alone save belief."’

In fact, although nearly every sceptic of the Modern period was -- in spite of her
scepticism -- a devout believer, none pretended to justify or defend those beliefs through
human reason.’® David Hume, of course, represents the culmination of this Pyrrhonian
critique of judgment. Hume went beyond the sceptical conclusion that reason could not
ground belief to argue that belief itself is grounded in something other than reason."
Instinct, Hume argued, not reason, is the source and foundation of belief. Believing that
there is an external world, that there are other minds, that the future will be like the past, is
a matter of natural, not rational, necessity.

Nature by an absolute and uncontrollable necessity has required us to judge
as well as to breathe and feel.?

A fundamental consequence of belief’s natural necessity is that no sceptical argument,
however powerful, can effect its abandonment. “Philosophy” Hume acknowledged,
“would render us completely Pyrrhonian, were not nature too strong for it.” Hume’s
insight into the necessity of belief is in fact recognized repeatedly in the history of

scepticism. Indeed, the necessity of belief in spite of reason’s opposition is evidenced in

17 There were, of course, exceptions. One might think Descartes among the most notable of such
exceptions. Yet even he, in his response to Gassendi, for example, did not pretend to be able to
overcome the Pyrrhonian attack on the criterion; rather, he simply pointed to the devastating
consequences this attack would have for knowledge if taken seriously.

'8 Montaigne, Pascal, Foucher, Gassendi, Huet, and Sorbieri.

' A point which leads Hume to disagree with the Pyrrhonians about the possibility that we can
suspend belief.

20 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed., L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1988).

a Hume, Treatise, 183-4



ancient Pyrrhonism, and pronounced unequivocally by Sextus.
And though the both the Academics and the Sceptics say they believe some
things, yet here too the difference between the two philosophies is quite
plain. For the word “believe” has different meanings: it means not to resist
but simply to follow . . . but sometimes it means to assent to a thing of
deliberate choice . . . . our belief is a matter of simple yielding without any
consent . . . .2

Adhering, then, to appearances we live in accordance with the normal rules
of life, undogmatically, seeing that we cannot remain wholly inactive.?

In spite of the apparent conflict, then, between reason and belief, between the examined
and the unexamined; between scepticism and common sense, the sceptic (from Pyrrho to
Hume) has long recognized the impossibility of suspending belief altogether. Belief, after
all, is necessary to existence. (Without the belief that there is an external world, for
example, we would each surely perish. Without the belief in other minds, we would have
no reason for communication. Without the belief in the order of nature we would make
no plans.) The sceptic, therefore, has thematically and consistently maintained a
distinction between the natural, ineradicable, and indispensable, propensity and necessity
to believe (in spite of reason’s inability to confer certainty upon that belief), and the
eradicable and unjustified judgment regarding the knowability of those beliefs.
Accordingly, she has maintained that we must acquiesce to the natural necessity of belief,
but without the addition of indefensible and unnecessary judgments concerning our
knowledge of belief’s truth or falsity.

The sceptic, then, does not recommend suspension of mere belief regarding ordinary

2Outlines, 141.

B0utlines, 117.



matters (a suspension she would have regarded as impossible), but réther the suspension
only of judgment about the veracity of those beliefs. For mere belief — of the sort that is
not accompanied by assent — is itself neither dogmatic nor suspendable. What is both
dogmatic and suspendable, however, (and, therefore, objectionable to the sceptic) is the
kind of “second-order” belief that makes pretensions to know what is believed. It is
Jjudgment, that is, about whether we know the truth of those beliefs that has the sceptic’s
attention. For it is only in judgment, not mere belief, that one goes beyond what is
evident. We must distinguish, therefore, between our direct beliefs about the world (what
henceforth I shall refer to as first-order beliefs) and our judgments about those beliefs
(what I call second-order beliefs, indicating thereby a kind of belief which is not about the
world, but rather, about beliefs about the world). The sceptic accepts both what she must
believe as well as the (universal) natural necessity of our unwillingness to give up those
(first-order beliefs), but maintains all the while that no matter how unwilling (or incapable)
we may be to give up those beliefs, any claim to know what we believe cannot enjoy
rational defense, and never, therefore, can constitute knowledge. Why can our second-
order knowledge beliefs enjoy no rational defense? There is, again, no rationally justifiable
criterion for choosing our belief that P over its alternative. There is, that is to say, no
rational justification for supposing that P is true while —P is false.

In the twentieth century the natural necessity (and the consequent universality and
ineradicability) of belief has, however, been widely confused with belief’s epistemic
justification. The distinction between judgments about those necessary beliefs (what I am

calling second-order beliefs), and beliefs of the first-order has also been largely



overlooked. The necessity of believing that there is a well-ordered external world, for
example, which causes our perceptual experience has been confused with the unnecessary
(and unordinary) belief that we can know the world is thus and so. As a consequence,
contemporary anti-sceptics have not only misunderstood the true object of radical
philosophical scepticism, but also, therefore, have misunderstood the kind of argument
needed to refute such scepticism. This conflation and error is clearly evident in the
manner in which three of the most important anti-sceptical movements of the twentieth
century argue against the sceptic: it is evident in the ordinary language philosopher, the
relevant alternativist, and the contextualist’s attempt to refute the sceptic. Indeed, it is
evidenced not only in the particulars of their anti-sceptical arguments, but also in their
conviction that common sense is threatened by scepticism.

It is only on the basis of their failure to give appropriate consideration to the sceptic’s
insistence that mere first-order belief about the world is necessary, not in itself
objectionable, and to be distinguished from the unnecessary and objectionable practice of
judging the veracity of those beliefs, that these anti-sceptical philosophers feel compelled
to defend common sense against the specific threat of philosophical scepticism. For,
correctly understood, these distinctions (which must be correctly understood if the very
_object of the sceptic’s agnoilogical moorings is to be identified) reveal that the sceptic’s
arguments do not threaten common sense, any more than they threaten the ‘googoos’ and
‘gagas’ of newborns. These basic first-order beliefs are not in themselves of any interest
to the sceptic; for such beliefs are based not on reason but nature. Moreover, they are not

threatened, and cannot be threatened by scepticism, because they are not judgments. It is



only judgments whose epistemic credentials can be impugned. The object of scepticism is
not the natural first order-beliefs which comprise the content of common- sense, but
rather, scepticism’s object is judgments; judgements about the accuracy of those (and
other) beliefs.>* An accurate understanding of what scepticism does and does not imply,
as well as an accurate understanding of the nature and contents of common sense, reveals,
therefore, the complete inanity and futility of each of these contemporary anti-sceptical
refutations.

In the following chapters, I argue that neither these distinctions nor their consequences
have been clearly understood. Had they been understood, we should not in the last
century have had such a plethora of defenses of common sense, defenses erected against
the particular (and supposed) threat of philosophical scepticism. Equally, we should not
have had the particular variety of sceptical refutation so widely embraced in the twentieth
century; that which rests its entire refutation on mere facts of ordinary behaviour, ordinary
belief, and ordinary language. For the sceptic, I argue, is not concerned with how we
happen ordinarily to behave, speak, or believe; at least not directly. Rather, she is
concerned with how we ought to behave, speak and believe; and then only with respect to
the second-order, for it is only here that epistemological criticism makes sense.
Consequently, how we speak and think is relevant only to the extent that it is revelatory of
the second-order.

Of course, the ordinary language philosopher, as well as her heirs, have assumed that

%1 can, for example, (not to mention, I most assuredly do) believe that there is an external world, a
world that it is the kind of world in which there are objects, people, and planets, and I can do so
without thereby believing that I know there is such a world.

10



how we happen to speak is relevant to the question of whether we have knowledge. So
too they have assumed that the ordinary is relevant to the question of scepticism’s truth or
falsity. Equally, therefore, they have assumed that the irrelevance of the sceptic’s
alternatives is a fait accompli. All that remained to be done, they thought, was to explain
how exactly the sceptic manages to get our attention, to seem so nearly right. The
answer, they argued, lay in the manner in which the sceptic raises, manipulates, or
otherwise distorts the standards of knowing ordinarily in place.

The present work is in part a critical inquiry into the conditions which make possible this
particular variety of anti-sceptical refutation. I argue that these conditions reside not in
the nature of things, but rather in a number of philosophical (and dogmatic) assumptions.
If what follows achieves nothing else, I hope that it at least makes clear that there are a
number of clearly identifiable assumptions, and that these are necessary to support the
variety of anti-sceptical arguments I discuss. Moreover, because each of these assumptions
is neither necessary nor otherwise compelling, I argue they should be rejected.

My inquiry reveals that the kind of anti-sceptical inference made by the ordinary
language philosopher, the relevant alternativist, and the contextualist — from the ordinary
to the epistemic — rests on a number of misunderstandings. Among those
misunderstandings is the already mentioned assumption that the ordinary carries epistemic
and semantic relevance while the extraordinary does not (or, at least not much). It is this
assumption, for example, which allows not only the ordinary language philosopher, but
also the relevant alternativist, and the contextualist to conclude that the sceptic’s

departure from the ordinary suffices to refute (for all practical purposes) her agnoiological
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conclusions. This conclusion rests, however, on an additional misunderstanding of the
nature and contents of common sense. It rests on a misunderstanding of the kind of
standards that govern common sense. It rests also, therefore, on a misunderstanding of
the nature and significance of the disparity between the sceptic’s queries and our ordinary
linguistic habits, the standards of knowledge she cites, and the relation of both to the
claims of common sense.

A further, and perhaps not less significant, result of my inquiries is the discovery
that the relevance of the Cartesian alternatives to knowledge may be much greater than
these anti-sceptical views have acknowledged. Like the ordinary language philosopher,
the contextualist, and the relevant alternativist, however, I too conclude that the Cartesian
alternatives to knowledge are of little significance for common sense, though not at all for
the reasons these others have given. Rather, it is because the presumed correlation
between defeating the sceptic and saving common sense is fundamentally mistaken. This
correlation is mistaken because it falsely assumes that the standards that govern common
sense are of the same kind as the standards that govern knowledge. It is mistaken,
moreover, because it falsely attributes to the contents of common sense second-order
knowledge beliefs which are, I argue, anything but common. It is mistaken because it
confuses the kinds of beliefs we do ordinarily hold with the kind of beliefs that we do not;
while it is the latter alone which the sceptic means to confute. And because it is the latter
kind of beliefs the sceptic means to refute, common sense beliefs remain unscathed by
scepticism, even if the sceptic is correct about the kinds of justification necessary for

knowledge.
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There are, of course, different varieties of sceptical argumentation. Equally, there are
different varieties of anti-sceptical argumentation. In this work I am interested only in that
variety of scepticism which argues that because there are always ineliminable alternatives
to what we claim to know all knowledge is impossible. According to this sceptical
argument, the logical possibility of these alternatives, coupled with their ineliminability,
suffices to make them relevant. What kinds of alternatives? Alternatives like that I may
now be dreaming; or, that unbeknownst to me, I may be the unwitting victim of an evil
and cunning genius; or that, again unbeknownst to me, I may be an envatted brain having
the experiences I do have not because of an orderly external world, but rather, because of
the stimulations my envatted brain receives from the super-computer to which it is
connected.

Of course, what each of these alternatives has in common is the fact that each describes
a logically possible alternative to what we ordinarily believe is the cause of our experience.
More importantly, each of these alternatives describes a state of affairs that we cannot
eliminate. Thus the alternatives of philosophical significance are those that are not only
logically possible, but also, ineliminable. What makes these alternatives ineliminable is, as
the Pyrrhonian discovered long ago, the fact that we lack any criterion by which we may
judge the one to be the true cause of our experience rather than the other. Lacking any
such criterion, the sceptic concludes we must suspend our judgement regarding the actual
nature of the cause of our experience.

Just as there are a variety of kinds of scepticism, so also, of course, there are any

number of kinds of anti-scepticism. Again, however, I am not here concerned (nor would
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it be practical to be concerned) to refute every sort of anti-sceptical argument. Rather, in
what follows, I confine my attention to just one variety of anti-sceptical argument — that
which infers from the sceptic’s mere linguistic oddity her epistemological irrelevance —
and to three of its particularly important representatives: the ordinary language
philosopher, the relevant alternativist, and the contextualist.?’

There are three primary reasons I confine my attention these kinds of anti-sceptical
argument: first, each argues specifically against the kind of sceptical position I am
concerned with; second, each confuses the first-order beliefs which are both necessary and
constitutive of common sense for the second-order beliefs which are neither; and third,
each appeals to the same kind of argument — the argument from ordinary language — in its
attempt to refute the sceptic and to save common sense.

Like the defenders of the religious norm during the renaissance and modern period,
these contemporary anti-sceptics felt compelled to safeguard the doxastic norm; they felt
compelled, that is, to safeguard the contents of common sense. Novel, however, to their
twentieth century approach, is their defense of what we ordinarily believe simply on the
grounds that it is ordinary. Of course, they do not argue explicitly from the mere fact that
our ordinary beliefs are ordinary that they must therefore be correct. Nonetheless,

ultimately the argument of each — surface complexities and dissimilarities aside — does

2 might be thought that I should address Malcolm’s or Putnam’s radical anti-scepticism which
claims that scepticism is self-defeating, that the “dreaming” and “brain-in-the-vat” alternatives can’t
get off the ground. There are at least two reasons why I am not addressing this radical anti-
scepticism: first, while I am confident their arguments, such as Putnam’s which assumes a causal
theory of reference, fall prey to the Pyrrhonian reply that they presuppose question-begging criteria, it
would take another thesis to do justice to their challenge. Second, the anti-sceptical adversaries I am
addressing do not regard these standard sceptical alternatives as self-defeating or self-refuting. In
fact, they take them seriously enough to advance extensive arguments against their relevance.
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reduce to this form.

Chapters II, III, and IV of this work are largely devoted to establishing that in spite of
the obvious surface differences in their arguments, the ordinary language philosopher, the
contextualist, and the relevant alternativist’s arguments do in fact reduce to the same kind
of argument. To establish this, I argue that each appeals to the same fundamental
principle in their anti-sceptical refutations. The principle to which they appeal states that
any challenge to a knowledge claim which violates ordinary linguistic practices is
irrelevant to the truth of that knowledge claim. In chapter II, I lay the foundations for the
critique of this mode of argumentation. I there argue not only that this principle is
mistaken, but also, that to argue from mere linguistic oddity to epistemic irrelevance is
transparently fallacious. Why? Because to the extent that one assumes the ordinary is
revelatory of the epistemic, one conflates two kinds of standards which are in fact
logically distinct: the standards governing appropriate assertion, and the standards
governing true assertion.

In the second chapter I also give numerous illustrations that demonstrate that these
kinds of standards are in fact distinct, and must be distinguished if either common sense or
scepticism is to be clearly understood. I argue that to the extent that the standards are
distinct in kind, the proof that the sceptic violates the one (that of ordinary assertion) is
not sufficient to prove she violates the other (of true assertion). And insofar as each of
these philosophers establishes only that she violates the standards of ordinary assertion,
there arguments do nothing to settle either the question of the truth or falsity of the

sceptic’s conclusions, nor do they settle the truth or falsity of the contents of common
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sense. I conclude that one cannot refute the sceptic merely by pointing to the
conventionality of everyday belief, nor by pointing merely to the absence (or violation) of
conventionality in the alternatives to which the sceptic appeals.

With respect, then, not only to the relevant alternativists, but also to the contextualists
and to the ordinary language philosopher, the truth of the sceptic’s claim that knowledge
is unattainable comes down to a question of the relevance of her alternatives. Moreover,
the relevance of those alternatives comes down to how well they fit in with our ordinary
linguistic practices. But why should their relevance be determined by our ordinary
practices? Why should a question of truth be determined by a matter of convention?

In my fifth and final chapter I argue that the entire project of protecting the ordinary
rests on a fundamental misunderstanding of what the ordinary entails. In particular, I
argue, it rests on the confused, but widely embraced, belief that the contents of common
sense include not merely first-order beliefs about the world, but also second-order beliefs
about those beliefs. That is, it rests on the conviction (largely unexamined) that common
sense includes not only the belief that there is an external world, that one has hands, and
so on, but also the additional set of corresponding beliefs that each of these first-order
beliefs is known to be true. For it is only if common sense does include such second-order
beliefs, such judgements about the knowability of the first-order, that common sense is (or
can be) threatened by scepticism.

I argue, however, that this view of common sense is in error. One does not in fact
ordinarily believe, in addition to each of one’s first-order beliefs about the world, that

each of those beliefs are known. Rather, one simply believes. Moreover, what concerns
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the sceptic is not what we believe about the world, but rather, whether we can know what
we believe. To the extent, therefore that the ordinary man’s common sense does not
include such second-order beliefs, to the extent that it does not include beliefs about what
we can know, to that same extent are the contents of common sense protected from the
sceptic, and the refutations of radical scepticism (on behalf of common sense)
unnecessary.

Why, one might ask, would the likes of Austin, Lewis, Dretske, Goldman, and DeRose
be mistaken about the nature and contents of ordinary belief? How, after all, could one
get the ordinary wrong? 1 believe this mistake is explained by a philosophical confusion
over the kinds of standards which govern what we ordinarily say and do, and the kinds of
standards which govern truth. It is a confusion, that is, of the standards of good manners
with those of good truths. This confusion, I believe, is the result of a further confusion
between the strength of our natural convictions and the kind of certainty required for
knowing. Had due attention been given to the Humean (indeed the sceptical) insistence
on the natural necessity of (first-order) belief, such confusion about both the object of
scepticism, and the sceptic’s conception of ordinary belief, might have been avoided. For,
again, it is not mere unavoidable belief about the world that the sceptic attacks. Rather, it
is judgement about belief. Only in judgement do we find the kind of dogmatism that the
sceptic attacks. Indeed, from the earliest systematic scepticism, the object of scepticism
has been explicitly defined as the dogmatic beliefs of the philosopher. Thus the object of

the earliest scepticism was directed at the claims of the Eleatics, the Pythagoreans, the
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stoic, the Epicurean, and the Platonist, for example.?

The goals of this work are, therefore, threefold: first, to establish that each of these major
anti-sceptical movements is reducible to an argument from ordinary language; second, to
establish that these arguments from ordinary language are fundamentally flawed; and third,
to establish that because the ordinary language philosopher, the contextualist, and the relevant
alternativist misconstrue both the nature of common sense and the object of scepticism, they
fail to refute the sceptic and to save common sense.

In addition to these thesis, I conclude that even if we grant to the ordinary language
philosopher, the contextualist, and the relevant alternativist that common sense does include
second-order knowledge beliefs, the “knowledge” they allow us to claim is completely
unsatisfactory. For the kind of knowledge their theories afford us rests essentially on ignoring
what is difficult, presupposing what cannot be established by argument, and begging the very
question at issue. Their kind of knowledge is indistinguishable from dogmatic assumption.
It requires neither truth, nor justification. This philosopher finds such knowledge deeply
unsatisfactory. For this philosopher still believes that knowledge is different from mere belief,
that knowing requires more than mere inter-subjective agreement, and that winning an
argument still requires the giving of good reasons. In so far as “knowledge” is (by their lights)
amatter of presupposing, ignoring, and ad hoc excepting, I conclude then that even if we can
“know” according to these contextually sensitive standards — such a victory for “knowledge”

is cheap indeed. For to overcome uncertainty by presupposing, ignoring, and ad hoc

*See, for example, the Outlines. Sextus Empiricus makes clear throughout the Outlines that the
subject of sceptical criticism is not those beliefs we are compelled to hold, but rather, those non-
compulsory beliefs held by the philosopher, whom he would call “the dogmatist”.
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excepting is not to give a philosophical defense of knowledge, nor is it to refute the sceptic.
Rather, it is to re-embrace the very dogmatism — that is, assent to the non-evident claims —

that centuries of philosophical scepticism has been designed to end.
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CHAPTER II:
Meanings, Manners, and Scepticism

In this chapter, I examine the relation between meanings, manners, and scepticism. In
particular, I examine the effectiveness of the ordinary language' response to scepticism. I
argue that the ordinary language argument against philosophical scepticism is
fundamentally mistaken, and does not, therefore, refute scepticism. For the ordinary
language refutation’ of scepticism confuses good manners for good truths, and it is only to
the extent that one overlooks this confusion that one is tempted by its anti-sceptical
implications. Once, however, that confusion is made explicit, it is clear that the argument
from ordinary language poses no serious threat to — let alone refutation of — the
sceptic.

The kind of philosophical sceptic I examine (I suppose there can be many) in what
follows is the one who (like Descartes at the end of his First, and the beginning of his
Second, Meditation,) argues that there is nothing we can know: Not that the flowers in
the garden are in bloom, not that there are birds in the garden, nor indeed that there is a

garden.

'What I intend by ‘ordinary language’ is somewhat narrow, and shall become clear shortly. Suffice it
for now to say that I intend the following: the position that ordinary language is correct and can be used to
resolve philosophical problems; more specifically, with respect to scepticism, any proposed refutation of
scepticism which argues from the mere linguistic oddity of the sceptic’s remarks to their supposed
epistemological irrelevance or falsity. (As will become clear, there are reasons to include both the
relevant alternativist, and the contextualist within this genre.) My remarks throughout apply only to this
variety of ordinary language.
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In particular, I am interested in the philosophical sceptic who argues for this conclusion on
the grounds of competing possible descriptions of the etiology of our experience. It is
the sceptic who argues, for example, that my experience of the flowers in bloom may be
the result of a garden in bloom, but may also be the result of the machinations of an evil
and all powerful genius who delights in deceiving me. It is the sceptic who argues that my
experience of the birds in the garden may be caused by birds in a garden but may also be
caused by the stimulation received by my envatted brain from a super-computer to which
it is attached. It is the sceptic who argues that my experience of the garden itself may be
caused by a garden, but may also be caused by a dream I am now having.

But in thinking over this I remind myself that on many

occasions I have in sleep been deceived by similar illusions,

and in dwelling carefully on this reflection, I see so

manifestly that there are no certain indications by which we

may clearly distinguish wakefulness from sleep that I am

lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such that it is

almost capable of persuading me that I now dream.’
It is the sceptic who argues that because the content of my experience is equally
compatible with these alternatives, yet incompatible with what I ordinarily believe, I can
never come to know. 7his is the sceptic who interests me, and whose purported
refutation by ordinary standards shall be the focus not only of this chapter, but of the
chapters to come.

What is it about such competing possibilities that grounds the sceptic’s systematic

doubt? His conclusion that we cannot escape eternal ignorance? Why are these

3Descartes. Meditation I, 146.
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competing possibilities grounds for concluding that I — and you — can never know?

The sceptic argument is this: knowing has certain necessary conditions. Among these
necessary conditions is the condition of certainty. Because certitude is a necessary
condition of knowing,? it follows that if one is uncertain of what she believes, she fails to
know.> Certainty is a condition of knowing that the flowers in the garden are in bloom. It
is a condition of knowing that the birds are in the garden. It is a condition of knowing that
there is a garden. Indeed, certainty, the sceptic argues, is a condition of knowing anything
at all.

The sceptic, however, thinks that the existence of competing possibilities (the issue of all
likelihood or probability aside) undermines certainty. Why? What has certainty to do with
dreaming, vatting, and evil and cunning genius? The sceptic argues that certainty requires
the complete absence of doubt. Here it is useful to distinguish two kinds of doubt: on the
one hand, there is the doubt of the subject’s state of mind, what we might call ‘subjective
doubt’; on the other hand, there is the fact of the matter — whether there exist factors
which make something dubious — what we might call objective doubt. What kind of doubt
does the sceptic require be absent? Not mere subjective doubt, for it is easy enough to fail
to doubt what seems perfectly ordinary. Rather, it is objective doubt which cannot co-
exist with certainty, and objective doubt follows from objective possibility. Where

objective doubt exists, so also does (objective) uncertainty. And where uncertainty reigns,

“I will not, in this work, look into the further issue of which conditions are sufficient for knowledge.
My present concern is simply the sceptic’s claim that ruling out the Cartesian alternatives to one’s
knowledge claims is a necessary condition of knowing anything at all.
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I suppose, then, that all the things which I see are false; I
persuade myself that nothing has ever existed of all that my
fallacious memory represents to me; I consider that I
possess no senses; I imagine that body, figure, extension,
movement, and place are but fictions of my mind. What,
then, can be esteemed as true? Perhaps nothing at all,
unless that there is nothing in the world that is certain.?

In particular, I am interested in the philosophical sceptic who argues for this conclusion on
the grounds of competing possible descriptions of the etiology of our experience. It is
the sceptic who argues, for example, that my experience of the flowers in bloom may be
the result of a garden in bloom, but may also be the result of the machinations of an evil
and all powerful genius who delights in deceiving me. It is the sceptic who argues that my
experience of the birds in the garden may be caused by birds in a garden but may also be
caused by the stimulation received by my envatted brain from a super-computer to which
it is attached. It is the sceptic who argues that my experience of the garden itself may be
caused by a garden, but may also be caused by a dream I am now having.

But in thinking over this I remind myself that on many

occasions I have in sleep been deceived by similar illusions,

and in dwelling carefully on this reflection, I see so

manifestly that there are no certain indications by which we

may clearly distinguish wakefulness from sleep that I am

lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such that it is
almost capable of persuading me that I now dream.?

It is the sceptic who argues that because the content of my experience is equally

*Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Trans. Elizabeth Haldane and G.T. Ross, The
Philosophical Works of Descartes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911), 149.

3Descartes, Meditation I, 146.
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compatible wirh these alternatives, yet incompatible with what I ordinarily believe, I can
never come to know. This is the sceptic who interests me, and whose purported
refutation by ordinary standards shall be the focus not only of this chapter, but of the
chapters to come.

What is it about such competing possibilities that grounds the sceptic’s systematic
doubt? His conclusion that we cannot escape eternal ignorance? Why are these
competing possibilities grounds for concluding that I — and you — can never know?

The sceptic argument is this: knowing has certain necessary conditions. Among these
necessary conditions is the condition of certainty. Because certitude is a necessary
condition of knowing,* it follows that if one is uncertain of what she believes, she fails to
know.® Certainty is a condition of knowing that the flowers in the garden are in bloom. It
is a condition of knowing that the birds are in the garden. It is a condition of knowing that
there is a garden. Indeed, certainty, the sceptic argues, is a condition of knowing anything
at all.

The sceptic, however, thinks that the existence of competing possibilities (the issue of all
likelihood or probability aside) undermines certainty. Why? What has certainty to do with
dreaming, vatting, and evil and cunning genius? The sceptic argues that certainty requires
the complete absence of doubt. Here it is useful to distinguish two kinds of doubt: on the

one hand, there is the doubt of the subject’s state of mind, what we might call ‘subjective

‘I will not, in this work, look into the further issue of which conditions are sufficient for knowledge.
My present concern is simply the sceptic’s claim that ruling out the Cartesian alternatives to one’s
knowledge claims is a necessary condition of knowing anything at all.

24



doubt’; on the other hand, there is the fact of the matter — whether there exist factors
which make something dubious — what we might call objective doubt. What kind of doubt
does the sceptic require be absent? Not mere subjective doubt, for it is easy enough to fail
to doubt what seems perfectly ordinary. Rather, it is objective doubt which cannot co-
exist with certainty, and objective doubt follows from objective possibility. Where
objective doubt exists, so also does (objective) uncertainty. And where uncertainty reigns,
so also does ignorance.

What, then, is ‘objective possibility’? What is objectively possible? Anything, I should
think, which does not involve a logical contradiction. It is, for example, objectively
possible that I am now dreaming, however unlikely it may be either that I am, or that I will
(subjectively) seriously entertain the possibility. Equally, it is objectively possible (that is,
there is no contradiction in supposing) that I am an envatted brain, or a victim of an evil
and cunning genius. Indeed, no matter what my peculiar subjective response to these
possibilities is, they are possibilities. In order, then, for me to know what I believe, I must
be able to establish that I am not merely dreaming, not an envatted brain, and not a victim
of evil genius. Unless I can rule these out, I cannot be objectively certain. To the extent
that I cannot rule them out, these alternatives undermine my certainty. They undermine
my certainty because they are compatible with all my evidence and yet incompatible with
what I believe. They cannot be ruled out because from the contents of my experience I
cannot discriminate between the possibilities. For all I know, I am now dreaming, or a
brain in a vat, or a victim of ingenious deception.

There are, however, those who reject this harsh evaluation of our cognitive powers.
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Among the most strongly opposed are the defenders of ordinary language. These
guardians of the linguistic norm regard the sceptic as more of a trickster than a serious
epistemological rival. The sceptic, they think, is seduced into disbelief by estrangement
from ordinary linguistic practices. They believe, moreover, that proving that it is
(perfectly) ordinary to say we know suffices to refute the sceptic. For what is ordinary,
they argue, is manifestly correct.

In what follows, I offer a critical examination of this argument from ordinary language.
I argue that the ordinary language refutation of scepticism rests on the uncritical Principle
of Epistemic Conventionality: the principle according to which we may infer the
irrelevance of the sceptic’s doubts simply from their unconventionality.® I argue that this
principle which constitutes the foundation of this kind of argument is ambiguous. On one
interpretation the principle is true, but ineffective; on the other interpretation, it is false.
According to that interpretation which makes it true, it is trivial. On the other hand,
according to that interpretation which makes it a weapon against scepticism, it is false. In
fact the principle seems effective against the sceptic only when one overlooks its
(illegitimate) conflation of two logically distinct sets of standards; the standards of
appropriate and the standards of true assertion.®

In this chapter, I offer numerous illustrations of the logical separability of these

standards, and conclude that the ordinary language advocate believes that mere facts about

SAs I will argue in chapters III, IV, and V, the arguments of the relevant alternativist and the
contextualist also rest on this principle.

‘My understanding of this distinction as well as the work it can do in defending the sceptic was
very much influenced by Barry Stroud’s The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1984): in particular chapter II.
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ordinary language can refute the sceptic only because the ordinary language advocate
overlooks the logical independence of two kinds of standards. The ordinary language
advocate believes falsely that the sceptic’s challenges to our knowledge claims are
irrelevant to their truth, but only because she believes — also falsely — that the
standards of appropriate assertion (which underlie our knowledge claims) are identical

with the standards of truth (which do not).

Section i: The Sceptic

There are three essential elements in the argument of the (at least my) philosophical
sceptic: First, the sceptic claims that objective certainty is a necessary condition of
knowing; second the sceptic claims that ruling out those alternatives explanations of the
cause of our experience which are equally compatible with that experience is a necessary
condition of objective certainty; third, and finally, the sceptic claims that because we
cannot eliminate those alternatives (nor, therefore, distinguish the true from the false with
respect to these causal explanations), we cannot meet the conditions necessary for
knowledge. In other words, we cannot be objectively certain. The ineliminability of the
Cartesian alternatives undermines the possibility of objective certainty, and therefore, the
possibility of knowledge.

The sceptic, of course, at least the modern sceptic’, does not expect you to give up your

ordinary beliefs about the world ( that the world which is the cause of your experience is

’As a guide to living well, the ancient sceptics approach the issue of suspending belief somewhat
differently. See especially Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, Book I, Trans. R.G. Bury.
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an external world, that the objects of your experience exist, and that you are among those
objects). The abandonment of ordinary belief is not the point of the sceptic’s reasoning.®
(And so, objecting to the sceptic on the grounds that it would be impossible to get by
without these beliefs is quite without point.) Rather, the sceptic expects only that you
abandon your judgement that you know what you believe; for that judgement, he argues,
must, inevitably, prove false. This is not to say that what you believe (e.g., that there are
trees outside your window) is false. Rather, it is only to say that your belief that you know
(if you possess such belief) is false, false according to the objective standards of knowing.
Take, for example, my claim to know certain things about my dog Beau. Beau, at the
moment, appears to be a real dog. Indeed, he appears to be a perfect specimen of the only
breed which can boast of being “gentlemen in white fur”; a Pyrenees, that is, of Siberian
ancestry and majestic appearance. And, as is characteristic of his breed, he has soft dark
eyes, and appears to be drooling (somewhat unmajestically) as he lounges about. The
question for the sceptic — the question the sceptic wishes us to entertain — is this:
appearances and beliefs aside, what do I know? Do I know these things which appear to
me to be so obviously the case? What would it take for me to know, for example, that I
have a dog, of Pyrenean origin, with soft dark eyes, and incessant (and unmajestic) drool?
Of course, undeniably — indubitably — it seems perfectly evident that I have a dog, a

real dog, that his name is Beau, that he lounges about, and so on. Indeed, at times I even

® One might think the sceptic does argue we should abandon belief. Strictly speaking, however,
the sceptic argues only against judgement about the veracity of belief, not belief in itself. For further
explanation of this often overlooked feature of the sceptic’s actual intentions, see chapters I and V.
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say of myself that I know these things. (As, for example, when I am asked how I know he
is a real or pure-bred Pyrenees, I point to his double dew claws.) But what do I know?
Do I know, for example, that what appears now to be a dog is a dog? Do I know that I
have a dog? Do I know that I now sit in a room, and he in it with me? Do I know that the
clear liquid which appears to run from his mouth is drool? Real drool? Do I know his
double dew claws are real? Do I know this dog, this room, this drool, these dew claws are
not merely dreamt, vatted, or the results of computer stimulation? The sceptic argues I do
not — and can not — no matter how unwilling I may be to withdraw my beliefs. For
knowing, the sceptic reminds me, requires certainty. And so long as I cannot prove I am
not now dreaming, so long as I cannot prove that I am not now vatting, so long as I
cannot not prove that I am not now the unwitting victim of a cunning and evil genius,
certain is something I am not. Q.E.D.

Might it not be that the room I believe I am in is really only a figment of my, or
someone else’s, imagination? Might the room-appearance not be caused by a dream I am
now having? Might not this hypothesis explain my experience equally well? (Descartes’
familiar argument that there are no convincing signs distinguishing waking and dreaming
proves powerful here.) Or, might not the appearance of my room be caused by a super
computer which, in virtue of its connections to my envatted brain, stimulates this
appearance in me? How would the experience I am now having differ from the experience
I would have if either of these alternative possibilities obtained? The sceptic’s answer is:
not at all. Indeed, that is precisely the sceptic’s point, not to mention the well-spring of

the sceptic’s power.
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And what of my perception of Beau, my (apparent) dog? I see what I take to be his soft
eyes, his clean white fur, and yes, his drool. But might not all of this too be caused by a
dream I am now having? “How often in sleep have I dreamt of Beau . . .”? Might not
these perceptions be the deliverances not of my eyes, but of my artificially stimulated and
envatted brain? The answer, of course, is yes. They might be. After all, these alternatives
are objectively possible.® And moreover, and perhaps most importantly, each element of
my present experience would not differ, would not differ at all, in any detail, if it were
caused not by a real room, dog, eyes and drool, but by a dream, a computer, or an evil (a
very evil) genius. For, ex hypothesi, the content would — in each case — be precisely the
same; the same as it would be if the cause of the content were the things I take to be real.
I would perceive my familiar room, with all of its familiar furnishings, the same
architectural ornaments. I would perceive the same white fur, dark eyes, and drool. And,
importantly, I would believe the same things.

From such objectively possible, and yet competing, perceptual equivalents follows the
doubt from which the sceptic derives her claim that we cannot know. Though, of course,
it is only if these competing alternatives are also ineliminable that they threaten my claims
to know; as noted, it is the fact that they are ineliminable that undermines my certainty,
since it is the extent to which I cannot know I am not now dreaming, vatting, or deceived,

that the certainty required for knowing cannot be mine.

Because there is general agreement amongst the philosophers that I will discuss that — according
to the sceptic’s standards of elimination — these are both possible and ineliminable, I will not spend
time arguing that they in fact are. Instead, because the real question becomes whether or not objective
possibility and ineliminability stand in the way of knowing, my focus will be on this question, and how
one might go about answering it.
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One may, of course, object that (at least some) such alternatives really are eliminable,
can be refuted by ordinary evidence, and hence cannot threaten what I (seem to) take
myself to know. Indeed, within the ordinary language camp, there are a number of such
protestations; Austin’s is a paradigm example. Distinguishing waking states from dream
states, he argued, is not mysterious at all. One need merely appeal to well established
methods: “There are recognized ways of distinguishing between waking and dreaming”."°
Unfortunately, Austin does not tell us what these methods are, nor how they answer the
sceptic. One can assume, however, that the methods in question are the methods one
ordinarily employs when one checks to see if one’s child is asleep, or even if one is oneself
asleep (methods like seeing if one’s eyes are open, if one is dressed, if the sun is up, and so
on).

The problem, of course, is that one cannot assume the veracity of such methods without
begging the question against the sceptic. The sceptic, no doubt, will protest that using any
such methods to verify one’s belief that one is awake assumes the veracity of the very
thing in question, namely, one’s perceptions. One cannot -- without circularity -- appeal
to these perceptions to justify the conclusion that one is not asleep; these perceptions
might themselves be caused by dreams, vatting, or evil and cunning genius. In the absence
of a criterion by which one can prove one is not dreaming, vatting, or the victim of

ingenious deception in the first place, it will be of no (non-question-begging) use to appeal

to these ordinary methods to show that one isn’t. It is, after all, precisely the ordinary that

107 L. Austin, “Other Minds”, J.L. Austin Philosophical Papers, ed. J.O. Urmson, and G.J.
Warnock, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979) 87.
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is in question.

Moreover, long before the likes of Descartes, the ancient Greeks'!, recognized the
problem of the criterion of the criterion.'? Even if one had a criterion for ruling out having
merely dreamt, or believed by deceit, how could one know this criterion is not itself the
result of dreaming, or deception? The problem is quite obvious, and answering it lands us
either m an infinite regress, a circular justification, or an arbitrary stopping point.”> As
Sextus Empiricus states in his Qutlines:

.. . he who prefers one impression to another, or one
‘circumstance’ to another, does so either uncritically and
without proof, or critically and with proof, but he can do
this neither without these means (for then he would be
discredited) nor with them. For if he is to pass judgement
on the impressions he must certainly judge them by a
criterion; this criterion, then, he will declare to be true, or
else false. But if false, he will be discredited; whereas if he
shall declare it to be true, he will be stating that the criterion
is true either without proof or with proof. But if without
proof, he will be discredited; and if with proof, it will
certainly be necessary for the proof also to be true, to avoid
being discredited. Shall he, then, affirm the truth of the
proof adopted to establish the criterion after having judged
it or without having judged it? If without judging, he will
be discredited; but if after judging, plainly he will say he has
judged it by a criterion; and of that criterion we shall ask for
a proof, and of that proof again a criterion. For the proof
always requires a criterion to confirm it, and the criterion

1'Sextus Empiricus, Outlines, Book IV, 67-7. Since Sextus was primarily a compiler of the sceptical
arguments of others, this argument predates the Outlines.

12Stroud offers an effective discussion of essentially this problem in his Significance of
Philosophical Scepticism, though he leaves its ancient origin out of the discussion.

BFor further reading here, the debate between the foundationalists and coherentists is of course
relevant. See, for example, Lawrence Bonjour, “A Critique of Foundationalism,” in The Theory of
Knowledge: Classic and Contemporary Readings. Ed., Louis P. Pojman (Belmont, CA., Wadsworth,
1993).
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also a proof to demonstrate its truth; and neither can a proof
be sound without the previous existence of a true criterion
nor can the criterion be true without the previous
confirmation of the proof. So in this way both the criterion
and the proof are involved in the circular process of
reasoning, and thereby both are found to be untrustworthy;
for since each of them is dependent on the credibility of the
other, the one is lacking in credibility just as much as the
other."

Even if Austin (and Moore, and Bouwsma,'* and countless others) were correct in
thinking that to distinguish wakefulness from sleep is a simple, ordinary, matter, what
about vatting ? What about an evil and cunning genius? Surely these are no ordinary
matters. What kind of criterion could possibly enable me to distinguish these possible
causes from the causes I think are responsible for my experience? The evidential states are
identical. For, ex hypothesi, my vision of Beau can be cleverly produced in my envatted
brain by a super computer. Even the calm look of his soft dark eyes, the clean white fur,
even the drool. All of these perceptions might be caused by clever wiring which
stimulates precisely those brain states (and thereby simulates the experiences) I would
have if Beau were a real dog with real drool. Likewise, each of these perceptions might
be brought about in me through the clever machinations of an evil genius, leaving me no

perceptual or evidential difference; might, that is, in the sense that there is no logical

contradiction involved in supposing it to be so.

“Sextus Empiricus, Outlines Book I, 68-9. (This argument is also found throughout the OQutlines.)

15See, for example, G.E. Moore, “Proof of an External World,” G.E. Moore: Philosophical Papers
(New York, Collier Books, 1962); and O.K. Bouwsma, “Descartes’ Evil Genius.” Bouwsma's
Philosophical Essays (Lincoln, University of Nebraska, 1965).
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Consequently, if a man can prefer one impression to another
neither without a proof and a criterion nor with them, then
the different impressions due to the differing conditions will
admit of no settlement; so that as a result of this Mode also
we are brought to suspend judgement regarding the nature
of external realities'®

Section ii: The Argument From Ordinary Language

Admittedly, the sceptic’s claim that knowing that we are not dreaming, vatting, or
victims of evil and cunning genius is a necessary condition of knowledge is odd. In fact,
of course, it seems perfectly absurd. Is it not absurd to think that I fail to know of the
existence of my dog because it is possible that I might be deceived in one of these ways?
Because my perception of him might be caused by a super-computer, or an evil genius?
How often, after all, do I thus scrutinize my evidence before I give Beau his daily treat?
How often do I stop to consider the competing possible etiologies of my experience
before I wipe away his drool? How often does anyone scrutinize the basis of her certainty
before claiming to know? Absurd indeed! Indubitably so.

In what follows I examine the view that the sceptic’s hypothesis is absurd; her
hypothesis, that is, that because 1 might now be deceived in some undetectable way, I
cannot know. Specifically, I examine the inference from the sceptic’s mere absurdity to
the conclusion that her assertions must also be irrelevant or false. The proponent of this
view argues that because of the degree to which the sceptic violates ordinary language her

doubts are irrelevant. Moreover, she claims, the

sceptic’s violation of ordinary language is sufficient to prove her claim that we fail to

$Sextus, Outlines, Book 1, 69.
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know is false, her doubts innocuous."’

J. L. Austin’s “Other Minds” is paradigmatic of the kind of anti-sceptical argument I call
the argument from ordinary language. I shall, therefore, refer to his ‘refutation’
throughout. Austin argues that doubting our ordinary claims to know, for Cartesian-like
reasons, is inappropriate. More importantly, he argues that the sceptic’s raising of the
Cartesian alternative possibilities to what we know is itself inappropriate. Austin supports
this contention with some observations about our ordinary linguistic practices. Of
particular interest are his remarks about what ordinarily happens when one makes a claim
to know.

Austin observes, for example, that ordinarily when a claim to know has been made, a
number of rules or conventions are observed. The claim to know that “There is a
goldfinch in the garden,” for example, is one such knowledge claim, and — ordinarily —
when it is made, a number of linguistic conventions are observed. For instance, unless one
has some specific reason to doubt what has been claimed, one accepts it. And, moreover,
one does not doubt unless one has in mind, “and can specify,” some definite lack.'®

If, for example, I have a reason to doubt your claim to see a bird in the garden, I might

point out that the evidence you offer (e.g., that what you perceive has several

I"Representatives of the view I have in mind here include Austin, Wittgenstein, and Malcolm. No
one of them individually represents this view in whole. (Austin, for example, does not explicitly state
that the sceptical thesis is false, at least not in the material we look at, though he strongly suggests, if
not implies, this. And Wittgenstein too would hesitate to say that this view is false. Both he and
Austin would likely argue it is senseless, rather than false. Malcolm, on the other hand, explicitly
states this view is false. Yet the spirit of what I here call the ordinary language argument is an
essential part of the work of each.

8Austin, “Other Minds,” 84.
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characteristics unique to the Carduelis) is compatible with the perceived things being a
species of large moth, or some other winged non-Carduelis. Moreover, having specified
such a definite lack in your evidence, if you go on to explain why the perceived entity
could not be other than you said, I would not — ordinarily — go on to insist on more.
Instead, I would recognize that “enough” evidence had been given when, “relative to
current intents and purposes, the evidence “le[aves] no room for an alternative competing
description of it.”'* Hence, if in response to my query, for example, you cite your training
in ornithology, your specialization in distinguishing small birds from other winged non-
birds, and your extensive field experience, it would be unreasonable and inappropriate for
me to protest: “That is not enough.” As Austin observes, “Enough is enough. It doesn’t
mean everything. . . . It does not mean enough to show it isn’t a stuffed goldfinch,” at
least, not with respect to the conventions governing ordinary linguistic situations.?
Suppose, with these conventions in mind, that you and I travel abroad to England.
Suppose, moreover, that while there we attend a garden party. In the garden, the trees
appear to be in bloom, and several small species of birds appear to be perched about the
foliage. Austin’s view is this: were you to exclaim, in this context, “Look, there is a
goldfinch in the greenery,” my most appropriate response — assuming my familiarity with

the conventions governing ordinary discourse — in the absence of any specific reason to

1% Austin, “Other Minds,” 84.This appeal of Austin’s to rules implicit in ordinary conversation, as
well as his emphasis on context, anticipates the appeal of many later Contextualists. See, for
example, my discussion of Lewis in chapter III

®Austin, “Other Minds,” 84. (To Rich Hall I owe the following: Austin appears here to anticipate
the denial of deductive closure; a denial found in a number of later thinkers; Nozick and Dretske, for

example.) Austin also anticipates the contextualists and the relevant alternativists insofar as he argues
against scepticism on the grounds that some alternatives to our knowledge claims are not relevant.
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doubt your knowledge claim, is to express my agreement with you, or at the very least, to
refrain from antagonistic challenge. I might, for example, say “Indeed!” Or, not myself
being familiar with this particular species of British bird, I might query, “How do you
know?” Or, “How can you tell?” Or, “How do you know it is not a woodpecker?” In
either case, my response is perfectly ordinary, and, therefore, in making it I violate no
obvious linguistic norms. Austin would approve.

The sceptic, however, asserts that neither you, nor I, nor anyone else can know anything
at all. The sceptic reasons that you, for example, cannot know any empirical proposition
because certainty is a condition of knowing, a necessary condition, and so long as you do
not know you are not now dreaming, vatting, or deceived by a strange and malevolent
genius, certain is something you are (certainly) not. Certainty requires the ability to rule
out such alternatives, but -- lacking a criterion -- you cannot: whatever your evidence that
there is a finch in the foliage, that same evidence supports the hypothesis that you are now
dreaming that there is a finch in the foliage, dreaming that you and I are in a garden,
dreaming that you are an ornithologist. Equally, your evidence that there is a finch in the
foliage supports the further hypothesis that your brain is envatted. So also it supports the
hypothesis that you are merely the unwitting victim of an evil genius of the Cartesian
variety.

Suppose that the sceptic appears at the garden gate. Suppose further that, upon
approaching, the sceptic overhears our discussion concerning the goldfinch and your claim

to know. How might the sceptic respond? It is quite improbable that the sceptic would
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accept the literal content” of your claim to know there is a goldfinch in the greenery, since
you imply, thereby, that you are certain it is so. Rather, one imagines the sceptic,
Pyrrhonian opposer that she is, querying chus: “Are you certain it is a real goldfinch?”
“After all, for all you know (‘which’, slyly she murmurs, ‘is nothing’), you might be
dreaming you see a goldfinch, you might be vatting you are an ornithologist, you might be
the unwitting victim of evil and cunning genius who deceives you into believing you are in
a garden, when all the while you are not.” In articulating her view that you cannot be
certain that what you perceive is a real goldfinch, the sceptic here plants the seeds of
doubt. For, even though you may steadfastly adhere to your belief that you do perceive a
goldfinch, a real goldfinch, and that you are an ornithologist, it is clear that you do not
know it is 50.2 As the sceptic argues, clearly you are nof certain it is so, and cannot be
certain unless you can also rule out the alternative possibilities regarding the etiology of
what you now experience. Lacking certainty, you also lack knowledge; necessarily so.
What should we make of the sceptic’s contention that your claim to know is ill-made? It
seems that the reservations which ground Aer uncertainty differ from the more ordinary
doubts expressed, for example, by my suggesting that the bird is perhaps a woodpecker,
rather than a goldfinch. It is quite unremarkable for someone to challenge your
knowledge claim by suggesting that perhaps you have mistaken one variety of bird for

another. Contrariwise, to challenge your claim to know on the grounds that you may be

NThe intended content has rather different implications from the /iteral content. This distinction is
covered to some extent in Chapter I'V’s discussion of Dretske, but will be taken up in greater depth in

chapter V.

2Whether you ought to c/aim that you know this to be so is a different matter.
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dreaming, or vatting, or deceived by an evil and cunning genius, is extraordinary. Indeed,
Austin suggests (as do the later contextualists and relevant alternativists), the degree to
which the sceptic’s alternative hypotheses depart from the norm suffices to make them not
merely unusual, but irrelevant and false.

Austin reminds us that “knowing it is a real goldfinch is not in question in the ordinary
case.”? In the ordinary case — in the context of an ordinary conversation — one does
not doubt the reality of a purported perception. One does not raise the possibility that the
perception might be unreal. One certainly does not raise the possibility that the purported
knower might be dreaming, vatting, or the victim of an evil genius. But why not? Why
does one not raise such doubts in contexts like the garden party? And, furthermore, of
what significance is it that one ordinarily does not raise such doubts?

With respect to the first question, why one ordinarily does not raise such doubts, Austin
maintains that one does not raise these kinds of doubts because doing so would violate a
number of linguistic conventions. What are these conventions? Austin argues that doubts
concerning the reality of a perception — your perception of the goldfinch, for example, or
my perception of Beau — can appropriately be raised (and seemingly therefore relevant®)
only when two conditions are met:

First, the reason for doubting must describe a possible state

of affairs.
Second, there must be a reason to think the possibility

BAustin, “Other Minds,” 88. (My emphases.)
2*The question of the relation of epistemic relevance to appropriateness is somewhat ambiguous in

Austin, hence I say “seemingly”. I address the importance of this ambiguity to the ordinary language
refutation in section iii of the present chapter.
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described actually obtains.?
These conditions are dictated by the norms of ordinary linguistic behavior.

Importantly, meeting the first condition is not (always) sufficient for meeting the second.
Thus, though it may be possible that your perception of the finch in the garden is a causal
result of stimulations to your envatted brain, there may be no reason to think it is so.
Likewise, though it may be possible that my perception of Beau’s soft dark eyes is the
causal result of a dream I am now having, there may be no reason to think it is so. In the
absence of such reasons, however, convention decrees that any challenge to my
knowledge claims based on these Cartesian possibilities is inappropriate. Hence when I
claim to know that Beau is near, you ought not, unless you have reason to think it so,
challenge my claim on the grounds that I may be deceived in one of these ways.

The sceptic’s suggestion that you might be dreaming, vatting, or deceived by an evil
genius, can be raised only if she has a reason fo think it is so0.”* She cannot
(appropriately) challenge your knowledge claims on the grounds of mere possibility
alone. Thus, if she is 7o say that you do not know that it is a (real) goldfinch causing what
you perceive, because it might be stuffed, she must have a reason to think the goldfinch is
stuffed. Indeed, Austin seems to imply, the sceptic’s raising of the more important and

specifically Cartesian possibilities that you may be dreaming, vatting, or in some other way

B Austin, “Other Minds,” 87. See also 98-99. I should note here that with these two conditions,
Austin anticipates central elements of both the Contextualists as well as the Relevant Alternativists.
Sexe, for example, my discussion of Stine in chapter 1V, and also of Dretske’s “Pragmatic Dimension
of Knowledge,” also in chapter IV.

26 Austin, “Other Minds,” 98-99.
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deceived, are irrelevant to your claim to know; irrelevant, that is, unless she can specify
some reason to think that you are in some such way deceived.

What follows, it seems, is that unless the sceptic can produce a reason for doubting
(beyond mere possibility) the genuineness of your perceptual experience, she cannot
challenge your claims to know: not your claim to know that the flowers in the garden are
in bloom, nor your claim to know that the birds are in the garden, nor indeed your claim to
know that there is a garden, a garden in which all this “blooming buzzing confusion” takes
place. She is, Austin thinks, effectively silenced; silenced by the conventions which govern
appropriate assertion.”’

Return for a moment to the garden. Suppose we are sitting amongst what appear to be
diverse species of trees, other flora, and birds. The lighting appears to be adequate. Our
vision is good. We’ve not had much to drink. What reason could the sceptic have to
think we might be dreaming? What reason could she have to think we might be vatting?
What reason could she have to think we might be victims of evil and cunning genius? It
appears she has none. Surely, at least, that is Austin’s opinion.® Yet, in the absence of
some such reason, her peculiar doubts cannot be raised.

That the sceptic has, in the garden, no reason to think our experience is phoney in any of

these ways seems true. I have, after all, defined the situation as ordinary, and if the

TThe question of whether she is not only silenced, but refuted, is considered in the next section of
this chapter.

Z50f course, if the sceptic is correct in describing the sceptical alternatives as equally compatible
with all the evidence from experience, then it may be that we at least have as much reason for
believing we are dreaming, vatting, or deceived by an evil genius, as we do for believing the cause of
our experience is an external world much like the one we ordinarily believe is the actual cause of our

experience.
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situation is truly ordinary, it will not (it seems) be the case that there is reason to think we
are dreaming, vatting, or deceived. An ordinary situation, by definition, seems to be one
where such concerns are absent. What follows, in Austin’s opinion, is that ordinarily —
which is most of the time — the sceptic will lack (conventional) justification for raising her
peculiar — and most extraordinary — doubts.

Can she raise them elsewhere?” Can she, for example, raise her doubts where
circumstances suggest she has reason to think these alternative possibilities might obtain?
Suppose, for example, that you and I, having had a bit too much to drink, find ourselves
slumbering on the garden benches. And suppose that upon waking in the garden, I
exclaim, “That goldfinch is bothering me,” implying, of course, that there is a real
goldfinch nearby, and (seemingly) that I believe that I know this. The sceptic, returning to
the garden and overhearing my exclamation, might query thus: “Are you sure you are fully
awake? You had rather a lot to drink last night. Perhaps you have just been dreaming of
a goldfinch?” And, she might continue, “I assure you, I heard no goldfinch as I
approached, but only the faint whimper of what seemed to be a slumbering voice.”

Applying Austin’s conventional criteria of appropriate doubt in these circumstances
reveals that the sceptic’s doubt (about whether I might merely be dreaming) is — in the
face of my recent intoxication and slumber — appropriate (and, seemingly, therefore
relevant). For these latter conditions — my recent intoxication and slumber — give her

reason to think I might have been dreaming. Indeed, in this case, her reason to think I

®One must be clear to distinguish here the question of whether she can raise such doubts from the
question of whether she should raise such doubts. Austin does not do this, and this is a serious
omission on his part. More on this forthwith.
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might have just been dreaming is the reason she raises the possibility.** Likewise, if upon
awaking in the garden, we learn that our host — heretofore unknown to us — is an avid
taxidermist who collects and stuffs goldfinches to display in his greenery, the sceptic’s
query regarding our certainty that the thing we identified last evening as a (real) goldfinch
was not a stuffed goldfinch may be appropriate. After all, our somewhat peculiar host is
in the habit of scattering stuffed goldfinches about his garden. Here again, it is not merely
possible that we may have been deceived in our perceptions, there is some reason to think
it so. This being so, the sceptic falters not in doubting our claims to know.*'

There exist, then, contexts in which (at least some of) the sceptic’s doubts about our
claims to know can be appropriately raised.”> What Austin suggests, however, is that the
contexts — such as those described — where it is appropriate for the sceptic to raise
these specifically Cartesian doubts are never present in the ordinary case. In particular,

although in the ordinary case it is always possible that I may be dreaming, vatting, or the

%S0 as not to mislead or misrepresent the sceptic, I should mention that though according to
Austin’s criteria, the sceptic’s doubts are appropriate in this context, this is precisely the kind of
context in which a global sceptic would not raise her doubts. At least, it is not the kind of context
from which she would derive her universal doubt. The sceptic’s power lies in finding reason to doubt
even in the ideal cases, though the a-typical cases are important in so far as they play a role in
revealing the objective conditions of knowing, a role Austin (as well as the contextualists and the
relevant alternativists) fails to note.

3Though in the case of the stuffed finch I might, of course, be able to discover the finch is stuffed,
unlike the case where I might be dreaming, there is an important relation between these kinds of
cases, the conditions of the possibility of certain doubts ever being relevant to my claims to know.

*0f course, confining the sceptic’s doubts to the atypical misses the point of the sceptic’s doubt.
For her power resides in finding typical cases, actually better than typical cases, where perceptual
conditions and the like are ideal, and then showing that even under such ideal conditions, one cannot
know. Nonetheless, even when confined to atypical cases, the sceptic’s doubts have universal
significance, for the fact that her doubts are ever relevant reveals something important about the
general conditions of the applicability of our concept of knowledge.
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victim of evil and cunning genius, ordinarily (which is to say most of the time) there is not
any reason to think that I am. What follows is that it is inappropriate (most of the time)
for the sceptic to challenge my claims to know. Hence the fact that there are always a
number of possible competing descriptions of the etiology of our experiences does not —
contrary to what the sceptic has argued — undermine our knowledge claims. At least, it

cannot prevent us from saying that we know, most of the time.*

Section iii: Disentangling: a conflation of manners and truth

Austin argues that the sceptic’s Cartesian doubts are, more often than not,
inappropriate. He argues that the two conditions of appropriate doubt are not often met.
Austin’s conditions, again, are that the reason for doubt must express a possible state of
affairs, and that there must be a reason 1o think the state of affairs expressed by that doubt
obtains. The problem for the sceptic, then, is that although the first condition may be met,
this second condition is not. In ordinary circumstances, there is no reason to think of you
or me that we might be dreaming, vatting, or deceived by evil and cunning genius. What
follows, Austin argues, is that it is inappropriate for the sceptic to raise her doubts against
our ordinary claims to know. Her doubts are inappropriate in all but the most unusual

circumstances (e.g., when the subject of the purported knowledge is inebriated, or half

BAustin’s satisfaction with this silencing of the sceptic rests on (among other things) a
misunderstanding, or overlooking, of the transcendental significance of the applicability of the
sceptic’s doubts to such cases. Though I must reserve any sufficient argument about this for another
place, the mere fact that the sceptic’s doubts are at times applicable suggests that the requirement of
certainty may be built in to our concept of knowledge.
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asleep). Such doubts cannot be raised appropriately unless conditions (either of the
perceiver or the environment) render not only possible, but to some extent likely, that one
or more of the competing etiological descriptions is true.

One must concede that the conditions described by Austin as necessary for the
appropriate assertion of doubt (hereafter, the conditions of appropriate assertion) do
represent how we ordinarily expect others to behave in the context of ordinary
conversation. Therefore,one must also concede that the sceptic behaves inappropriately
when she raises these Cartesian challenges in the midst of ordinary conversation. As I
confessed earlier, her doubts are contextually absurd. What, after all, could be more
absurd than to challenge my claim to know that my dog exists on the grounds that it is
logically possible that I may be a mere envatted brain? Surely the unlucky individual who
puts forth such an assertion is likely to wind up in a straight-jacket.

And how could I deny that I these hands and this body are mine, were it

not perhaps that I compare myself to certain persons, devoid of sense,

whose cerebella are so troubled and clouded by the violent vapours of

black bile, that they constantly assure us that they are kings when they are

really quite poor, or that they are clothed in purple when they are really

without covering, or who imagine that they have an earthenware head or

are nothing but pumpkins or are made of glass. But they are mad, and 1

should not be any less insane were I to follow examples so extravagant.*
Nonetheless, one must be cautious. One must be cautious not to infer from the

sceptic’s absurdity more than one is entitled. One must be cautious , that is, not to infer

too much from the fact that the sceptic’s behavior is inappropriate. For, though the

sceptic’s behavior — her articulation of Cartesian doubt — may be absurd, may violate

¥Descartes, Meditation I, 145. (My emphases)
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the conventions which govern appropriate assertion, it does not follow, at least not
straightaway and without further argument, that her conclusions are false, irrelevant, or
epistemically misguided.

It is here — with respect to the epistemic relevance of the sceptic’s doubts, and with
respect to the truth or falsity of her conclusions — that one must consider the second
question: what is the significance of the sceptic’s absurdity? What is the significance of
her (or anyone else’s) violating the conventions governing appropriate assertion? And, in
particular, what — if any — is the epistemic significance of so violating these standards?

Austin has argued only that the sceptic’s doubts are inappropriate, since — when raised
— they are not supported by any reason to think they obtain. Asking for the epistemic
significance of the sceptic’s violation is another way of asking how Austin’s observations
about ordinary linguistic practices are supposed to refute the sceptic. The sceptic, after
all, is concerned with knowledge, not — it seems — appropriate (linguistic) behavior or
manners. Moreover, Austin, it seems, wishes not merely to comment on the sceptic’s
manners, but to refute her.

Without further argument, argument establishing a link between what is linguistically
inappropriate and what is false, however, the sceptic remains unrefuted; whether ill-
mannered or not.*® It is precisely here that Austin’s anti-sceptical suggestions go too far,
beyond the evidence of ordinary linguistic behavior and convention. For, though such

ordinary convention may, in all but the most extraordinary contexts, effectively silence the

*Equally problematic is any inference from what is linguistically appropriate to what is true. I will
discuss this at length in chapter V.
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sceptic, they do not prove her false. They silence, but they do not refute.

Consider what reasons Austin has given for rejecting scepticism. Austin has stated what
are the standards for appropriately raising doubts to another’s claim to know. He has
observed that in ordinary conversation two standards are conventionally observed. He has
argued that the sceptic violates these standards of appropriate assertion when she
challenges our ordinary knowledge claims. From this violation of conventional standards,
however, Austin infers also the irrelevance of the sceptic’s doubts. But, irrelevance with
respect to what? Irrelevance in what sense? Are the sceptic’s hypotheses irrelevant to
the truth of our knowledge claims? Or to something else? In what follows, I argue, it is
only the latter, not the former, which Austin can justifiedly infer.

Austin’s conclusion — that the doubts raised by the sceptic are irrelevant — is
somewhat ambiguous, and derives its ambiguity from the equally ambiguous principle on
which it rests: If a challenge to a knowledge claim violates, when raised, the conventional
standards for appropriate assertion, it is irrelevant to that knowledge claim.* Let us call
this principle the Principle of Epistemic Conventionality. Straightaway, this principle
begs for an answer to the question: irrelevant in what sense? Irrelevant to what? There
are two reasonable interpretations of this principle. There are also, therefore, two
reasonable interpretations of Austin’s conclusion that the sceptic’s doubts are irrelevant to

our ordinary knowledge claims. What I find, however, is that each interpretation proves

%In this, we shall see, Austin anticipates the central arguments of both the later Contextualists as
well as the Relevant Alternativists. Their use of this Principle is discussed in chapters III and IV of
the present work.
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incapable of refuting philosophical scepticism.

The first interpretation of the Principle of Epistemic Conventionality follows
immediately from the evidence Austin gives for concluding that the sceptic’s doubts are
absurd. According to this interpretation, when it is asserted that the doubts of the sceptic
are irrelevant, on the grounds that they violate conventional standards for appropriate
assertion, their irrelevance is confined to the context of good manners. The sceptic’s
violation, that is, makes her comments embarrassing, annoying, and irrelevant to the goals
of ordinary conversation (goals which are generally limited to following convention and
effectively communicating), goals aided by observing the (conversational) manners each
duly educated person learns as she acquires the English (and, presumably, any other)
language.*’

If this first interpretation of the principle is the correct interpretation, Austin’s
‘refutation’ of the sceptic is seriously deficient. For such an interpretation of the principle
does no more than to bar the sceptic from speaking at (and perhaps attending) parties. /¢
silences her, but it does not refute her. Refutations concern truth and falsehood.
Refuting someone requires showing that what she says is false, not merely odd,
linguistically aberrant, or ill-mannered. In fact, because establishing that what the sceptic

says is false requires showing that she has violated, not merely the standards of

¥I do not intend to argue at any length that these are the goals of ordinary conversation. For now,
however, perhaps it shall suffice to merely indicate what I mean by ordinary conversation. Suppose,
for example, I take my car in for an oil change. The attendant tells me that my oil is a quart low. I
ask her how she knows this. She shows me the dip stick. My interest in this ordinary conversation
about my oil is not Cartesian certainty, but keeping my car on the road.
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appropriate assertion, but also the standards of true assertion, appealing to her violation
of the former cannot suffice to refute her, unless there is a necessary connection between
speaking inappropriately and speaking falsely.

But does there exist such a connection between the standards governing appropriate and
those governing true assertion? Only if there is such a connection can the Principle of
Epistemic Conventionality, and, therefore, the argument from ordinary language, refute,
and not merely silence, the sceptic. The question of the connection between these two
kinds of standards leads to the second interpretation of the principle of Epistemic
Conventionality. According to the second interpretation, the sceptic’s linguistic
transgressions suffice to refute her, not merely prove her ill-mannered. According to that
interpretation, the kind of irrelevance the sceptic has is epistemic. But this second
interpretation rests on the presumed existence of a necessary con<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>